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Between a Promise and a Trench: Citizenship, Vulnerability, and Climate Change in Guyana 
Sarah E. Vaughn 
Between a Promise and a Trench examines how science is constituted as a strategic 
practice and site through which citizens make claims about racial democracy in Guyana.  It 
shows how government policymaking around climate adaptation--which drew upon the 
recommendations of outside actors, including the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), the United Nations (UN), and various NGOs and international scientific networks-- 
profoundly disrupted the country's delicate racial-ethnic balance.  A contribution to the 
burgeoning anthropology on the social and political impact of climate change, the dissertation 
also speaks to current debates over race and citizenship, the complex relationship between 
expertise and democracy, and the competing post-colonial claims of Indo-, Afro-, and 
Amerindian Guyanese to land and self-determination.       
 The dissertation is based on seventeen months of fieldwork and archival research 
conducted between, 2009-11 in coastal Guyana. It brings together three conflicting perspectives: 
of engineers, who drew upon datasets and models about flooding and construction of canals 
around IPCC and UN climate data; the state officials, who sought to reduce vulnerability to flood 
hazards through land evictions; and of Indo-, Afro-, and Amerindian Guyanese farmers and 
squatters who were evicted as a result of post-2005 engineering projects. I use the concept 
“politics of vulnerability” to describe how states assume that citizens experience vulnerability to 
climate change based on their “ethnic-political status,” thereby making the extension of 
democratic rights contingent on citizens providing cultural knowledge to the state to manage 
climate change.            
 The dissertation attends to the consequences of the canals, including collapsed housing, 
failed civic science programs, and erratic water allocation.  In response to these failures, citizens 
charge that state engineering repositions environmental hazards around existing social welfare 
inequities between racial-ethnic communities.  During my time in Guyana, I tracked these 
responses at four distinct sites.  1)  I observed engineers at work in the field produce and 
interpret “datasets” and “models” about flooding and construction of canals around IPCC and 
UN climate data.  2) I gathered residents’ “unofficial” stories about vulnerability to floods 
through interviews and participant observations of everyday life in two coastal villages, Sophia 
(a racially mixed urban squatter community) and Mahaica (a predominately Indo-Guyanese cash 
crop community), where people were evicted due to the post-2005 engineering projects. 3) I 
analyzed “official” data generated through civic science projects and fieldwork in Mahaica and 
Sophia by engineers, state officials, and scientists that addressed vulnerability to flood hazards 
and its relationship to land evictions and property rights.  4) I conducted archival research in 
Guyana’s National Archives on documents relating to colonial-era canals (1920s-60s) that 
inform the current projects.         
 Although there is a growing ethnographic literature on climate change, a critical 
anthropology of vulnerability has yet to emerge.  This dissertation offers two key interventions in 
this emerging field. First, I argue that in applied contexts, the validity of climate science is 
structured by the ways in which governments hinge climate adaptation projects to address 
varying national racial-ethnic populations.  Second, I argue that governments cultivate 
institutions of social welfare that encourage "racial-ethnic" niche markets to manage 
vulnerability to climate change to soothe citizens' fears of state failure and environmental 
insecurity in the everyday.  In such contexts, experiences of vulnerability become privatized, 
informing a consumer-oriented practice of racial democracy.  
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Notes on Transliteration 
Interviews for this dissertation were conducted in Standard English or Guyanese Creole.  As 
scholars of Guyana and the greater circum-Caribbean know, the distinction between the two is 
not hard and fast.  Although Standard English is the national language, I worked with a number 
of people who preferred to speak Guyanese Creole. I took an informal tutorial course on 
Guyanese Creole at the University of Guyana’s Linguistic Department to guide my 
transliteration of the interviews represented in this dissertation. Also, I rely on pseudonyms for 






Over the past two decades UNFCCC
1
 negotiations over how to reduce global rates of 
carbon emissions have continued to stall.  The stalemate has forced states to address climate 
change on their own terms.  In response to this gridlock, states have implemented a type of 
policy called climate adaptation.
2
  This approach involves states promoting civic science, disaster 
preparedness, and environmental education programs to help citizens live with their vulnerability 
to climate-related risks.   In the process, citizens shape their desires for state recognition around 
knowledge about climate change.  They use their knowledge to navigate formal (inter)national 
political and scientific institutions to demand environmental security.  In such contexts, being 
vulnerable is not grounds for civic exclusion but is emblematic of the possibilities for civic 
inclusion.  Throughout this dissertation I call this dynamic a politics of vulnerability.   A politics 
of vulnerability cuts across many social domains--the public and private, formal and informal, 
religious and secular, political and scientific, and legal and illegal--making citizenship a type of 
everyday practice rather than a mere marker of political status.  I take the South American 
nation-state Guyana as a paradigmatic case for examining a politics of vulnerability because of 
its contentious physical setting bounded by a Western Amazonian frontier with the biggest 
“Lungs of the World” and an Eastern Atlantic frontier that resides six feet below sea-level.  An 
ethnographic and historical study, this dissertation examines how vulnerability becomes a site of 
symbolic currency that underwrites the terms of liberal citizenship and national economies 
intended to govern climate change in Guyana.      
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See Miller (2004) and Agrawala (1998a and 1998b) for a detailed history of the shift in UN policy for 





 Sun radiated off of a hot concrete road on the outskirts of Guyana’s urban coastal capital 
Georgetown.  As I squinted to block the sun’s rays from my eyes, I could make out the 
commotion of pickup trucks steering in reverse near a canal.  They were hauling off wooden 
planks from a bridge that once covered the canal.  Men balanced themselves along the edge of a 
muddy trench as they lifted the bridge’s planks into the back of their trucks. Jagged frames and 
screws that once propped the planks up were hastily pulled out of the sides of the trench and 
replaced.   “What are they moving again?  What for?  Rain is going to come and pick it up like it 
did in 2005 when [they said] climate change came,” surmised Martha.  She was a longtime 
vendor who sold sweets next to the bridge to commuters like me and so was a witness to the 
bridge’s habitual reconstruction since 2005.  Martha’s apprehensions attested to how people in 
her village struggled to make sense of their vulnerability to climate-related risks in their 
everyday lives.             
 The reconstruction of the bridge was only a minor event.  However, according to Martha, 
it was likely to reproduce the cycle of events that had led to the current phase of reconstruction. 
Since 2005, water had periodically submerged the bridge during intense periods of rain.   Mold 
had eaten away at the bridge’s soaked foundation, causing the canal’s embankment to shift.  The 
visible decay had led soothsayers like Martha to tell others within earshot that the bridge was 
faulty.  Her words had led concerned citizens to write to government officials to strong-arm them 
into fixing it.  In response, government officials had gently reminded them that because the 
bridge was not built by them it was outside of their jurisdiction.  The village’s ambitious political 
neophytes had taken matters into their own hands. They had hired vehicles, men, and equipment 
to repair the bridge before national elections.  Through the repetition of this series of events, 





less-than-ideal circumstances.       
 Reconstruction efforts like these have become more commonplace since the coast’s last 
major flood event in 2005.  In January of that year, flooding ensued after 43.6 inches of rain fell 
over the course of a few weeks along Guyana’s Atlantic coastal plain.  It was the highest 
recorded monthly average since 1886.  In response, engineers sporadically released millions of 
gallons of water from the country’s main dam, the East Demerara Water Conservancy (EDWC).  
The release of water stranded over 85% of Guyana’s population of 750,000 people in one-to-five 
feet of water for seven weeks (Trotz 2008; UNECLAC 2005).  Within months of the disaster, the 
government drafted bilateral agreements with organizations such as the UNDP
3
 and World Bank 
to fund the reconstruction of damaged infrastructure like the EDWC.  The agreements were 
drafted around mandates that one engineering assessment report coined as ‘Guyana’s increasing 
vulnerability to catastrophic flooding due to climate change’ (Kirby et al.  2006).  The 
engineering assessment report suggests that engineers’ existing knowledge about flood events 
does not necessarily match their new knowledge about what counts as future vulnerability to 
climate change.
4
   This collapse in knowledge has reworked many people’s taken-for-granted 
assumptions about security and insecurity, politics and science, economy and society, and 
human-nature boundaries in Guyana.             
 Within a few years of the disaster, villages like Martha’s became the laboratories for 
what the government calls climate adaptation projects.  These projects draw on climate data 
about phenomena like shifting patterns in rainfall, temperature, and sea-level rise as a way to 
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politics (as well as “anti-politics”) of development work re-inscribes ‘modern’ assumptions of temporality 






measure the vulnerabilities that inform the livelihoods of many Guyanese.  When I started 
fieldwork in 2009 the term climate adaptation was solely associated with engineers managing 
projects repairing infrastructure damaged during the 2005 disaster.  It was only by the time I 
finished my fieldwork in the summer of 2011 that the phrase was used to describe development 
initiatives related to any aspect of everyday life affected by climate change.  NGO and 
government officials appropriated the term after witnessing how engineering repairs were 
integral to their ongoing work around disaster preparedness, conservation, land reform, urban 
housing, poverty relief, and food security.  One government official explained to me that she 
began to use the term after consulting with UN affiliates on a disaster preparedness project. 
“Climate change is a systemic problem without a single solution.  Right after the disaster we just 
weren’t quick enough to make the link between our [existing] problems and climate change.”   
 Climate adaptation policy therefore makes conditions of vulnerability contingent on how 
Guyanese interpret the ways in which engineering (specifically geotechnical and hydraulic) 
affects everyday life and survival.  The government’s decision to incorporate climate adaptation 
language around development initiatives has offered a new framework through which political 
subjectivities in Guyana are articulated. Experiences, feelings, and conditions of vulnerability 
inform rather than elide notions of collective belonging.  As one newspaper editor commented 
nearly a decade after the disaster, 
If there is a single performance-based issue that the government should have lost office 
over it is flooding… Perhaps the disinterest is a factor of the belief that the people of [the 
most affected areas] will inflict no punishment on the ruling party at elections…Prior to 
the 2005 Great Flood, the ordinary citizen knew very little of the EDWC. There was no 
daily nail-biting over how close to full it was during the rainy season and GD 
(Georgetown Datum), the height of the water in the reservoir, which has now entered the 
everyday lexicon, would have been completely foreign to the majority of people (Persaud 





The editor relies on invoking images of precarious infrastructure to describe how citizens must 
take on a climate adaptation mindset in order to survive in post-disaster Guyana.   And yet, this 
mindset has produced a contradiction.  The burden of living with precarious infrastructure 
creates a context in which citizens are weary of the integrity of state-sponsored climate 
adaptation projects.   However, their participation in these projects is the only platform through 
which they can make a claim to the state about being vulnerable.  In effect, citizenship in Guyana 
has become dependent on a complex web of practices that both reaffirm and rub-up 
uncomfortably against normative state-sponsored expertise.       
 These practices include: the destruction and pollution of infrastructure such as trenches, 
canals, bridges, and mangroves; the trade of black market agricultural goods; squatting; stealing 
water or cutting-off its line; and bribes for land acquisition.  Such activities were part of the 
Guyanese landscape well before the 2005 disaster.  Before though, they were strictly understood 
by Guyanese as about the graft of resources or the infringement on individual property rights.
5
  
Under climate adaptation, these practices now contribute to the domain of state-sponsored 
technoscience to manage climate change.
6
       
 I chronicle how these competing practices of expertise inform Guyanese citizens’ 
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 Here I follow Georges Bataille’s notion of expenditure in the most straightforward of ways: as the 
creation and acquisition of utility by the means of loss or ‘unproductive expenditure’ (120).  For example, 
we can read the destruction of private property as a symbolic act of ‘sacrifice’ on the part of many 
Guyanese to gain political recognition as vulnerable subjects, from both national and international 
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specifically, what I emphasize here is that the sacrifice of property has less to do with the symbolic 
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“expenditure” itself, as a trope that frames a politics of vulnerability to climate change.    
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understandings of vulnerability.  In this sense, I argue for understanding vulnerability as a 
politically and culturally embedded experience about collective belonging.  I seek to go beyond 
the current impasse in studies of citizenship that view vulnerability as solely grounds for civic 
exclusion or political resistance.  I argue that under governmental interventions around climate 
adaptation the reverse is true.  Climate adaptation reorders the terms of citizenship and rights 
around managing vulnerability as an everyday lived experience of the polity.    
 As I have suggested, many of Guyana’s climate adaptation projects revolve around 
infrastructure repairs and land management.  This is to no surprise given that the 2005 disaster 
involved the damage of Guyana’s main dams and canals which affected the ways in which many 
landowners could manage their land.  I focus on how these repairs involve a regard for legal 
norms as much as for customary land use practices and knowledge.  Climate adaptation projects 
are therefore embedded in overlapping political, cultural, environmental, and scientific histories 
of land use and engineering.  By tracing these histories, I depart from environmental scholars 
who view customary land rights and practices as marginal to normative state expertise and 
environmental governance.  I interpret discourses about vulnerability as reflections on how to 
redefine the terms of citizenship and rights (Mathews 2011; Tsing 2005).    
 As such, I am concerned with three themes throughout this dissertation: citizenship, 
environment, and vulnerability.  I show how vulnerability to climate change remaps the story of 
citizenship in Guyana.  Before the 2005 disaster, citizenship was often popularly understood as a 
story about which racial population (particularly Afro-Guyanese or Indo-Guyanese) benefited the 
most during the (post)colonial eras in acquiring or gaining access to land from the state.  In 
Guyana then, a citizen’s rights, access to, or use of land before the 2005 disaster was very much 





racial population over another.  However, since the 2005 disaster, climate adaptation projects 
have aided in shifting this narrative about racialized rights, entitlements, and state racism.  
Vulenrability to climate change has relocated this narrative from the domain of the ‘state’ to the 
‘environment.’            
 Throughout this dissertation, I am particularly interested in how the environment gets 
bracketed as both a site of management as well as a mechanism that allows people to rethink (or 
not) discourses and practices related to racialized land entitlements, land management, land 
access.  From this perspective, I understand the ‘environment’ as a thing that comes into 
existence through sets of social, bodily, and knowledge practices that amplify broader ethical and 
political concerns about collective belonging.  In the process, citizenship under climate change in 
Guyana can no longer refer to a set of doctrines solely about race, rights, and entitlements.  
Citizenship now has to be considered as a complex set of relations between moral contents, 
aesthetic-affective sites, and public moods and how different environments (as well as 
landscapes) come into being to uphold such relations.       
 More specifically, under climate change, these relations cut across (non)human relations, 
mobilizing people to rethink the physical parameters of existing and future environments.  In this 
sense, I view vulnerability as an “affect” that points in two directions.  The first direction is 
towards humans who feel or live in insecure conditions.  The second direction is towards the 
agency of the environmental processes (i.e. rising sea-levels or shifting rainfall patterns) that 
produce effects on humans and other (non)human bodies.
7
  In this sense, vulnerability is not 
solely an experience of intersubjectivity or human recognition (see Butler 2009 and below).  
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it also means that when we think of all “organic and inorganic bodies as affective” (xii) other forms of 





Rather, it is a creative force that (re)animates everyday life around the creative/reactive agency 
of nonhuman bodies and processes.  Thus, since the 2005 disaster, Guyanese everyday life has 
been informed by a strange combination of hope and worries about future climate-related risks 
and how they may potentially inform the ways people view the racial order of things and politics 
in Guyana.  
Vulnerability and Citizenship        
Discrepancies over what and whose expertise counts as contributing to climate adaptation 
circulate well beyond the immediate issues of land and infrastructure.  This distinction was made 
most evident to me after the arrest of a military official on charges of treason in 2010.  A long 
time and respected Major in the army and Civil Defense Commission (CDC), he helped organize 
Guyana’s first climate adaptation projects after the 2005 disaster.   But in late-2010 his co-
workers deemed his work suspect when he was charged with “attempting to level war within 
Guyana to force the President out of his office, in order to compel the Government of Guyana to 
change its measures” (Stabroek Staff Writer 2012).  How he would “force the President out of 
office,” what “measures” he wanted changed, and to what end war would be waged were facts 
never fully disclosed to the press by the prosecution.  Journalists closely following the trial 
speculated that the Major’s demands had to do with him viewing the government as failing to 
provide support for “all citizens” including the ones he knew that were the most poverty stricken 
and politically marginalized (2012).          
 While the political flurry intensified, the state continued to diligently implement climate 
adaptation projects across the country.  The climate adaptation projects were initially organized 
in a rural and purportedly “government supporting” community along the coast.  But by the time 





government” urban coastal and frontier Amazonian communities.  After a nearly two year trial, 
the court of magistrate dismissed the charges against the Major.  The judge found that the 
prosecution lacked sufficient evidence for their charges.       
 The Major’s trial and the climate adaptation projects offer two interrelated examples 
about what counts as expertise and how it circumscribes notions of vulnerability in post-disaster 
Guyana. In both events, citizens’ notions of vulnerability were in a feedback loop with the expert 
authority of state environmental and political institutions.  While the Major claimed to be 
vulnerable just like any other ordinary citizen, the CDC officials claimed to be providing the 
vulnerable a formal outlet to express political self-determination.   The Major’s and CDC’s 
competing positions were not dependent on lacking knowledge or the will to govern.  Rather, 
they both had an excess of knowledge that presupposed what government ought to entail and the 
scope of its effect(s) on how vulnerable populations and future flood events could be managed.
8
  
In this respect, these events demonstrate how vulnerability is a resource that can be used to 
inform innovative governmental measures that cut-across taken-for-granted assumptions about 
citizenship and vulnerability in post-disaster Guyana.       
 I track citizens’ desires like the Major’s to be recognized by the state both as vulnerable 
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 What I emphasize through this reading of knowledge is that discourses about climate change, 
particularly those entrenched in a language about adaptation presuppose a relationship between 
calculative reason, subjectivity, and temporality.  They presume that while all human populations are 
equally vulnerable to climate change some populations have greater capabilities and capacities than others 
to respond to climate-related risks.  Implicit to this claim is that more resilient populations inhabit the 
world in a way that allows them to act on it through a different ‘time and space’ than others who are less 
resilient.   The policy-technical “fixes” to such inequities have been detailed elsewhere (see below).  What 
I point to here, however, is that such claims about vulnerability also problematize what Achille Mbembe 
(2001) calls “the time of entanglements.” Mbembe views ‘the time of entanglements’ as a type of 
temporality where ‘multiple durées…disturbances and interlockings of pasts, presents, and futures’ (16) 
coexist with one another and so complicate the relationship between the government of people and 
knowledge to the philosophical presuppositions of modern universalisms.  In other words, when 
considering climate change, we should be as sensitive to the “emergent” quality of knowledge (Fischer 
2009) about it as to the uneven ways in which people and institutions make universalizing claims about 
vulnerability to climate change and the competing languages, desires, practices, and life worlds that 





and as an expert capable of managing vulnerability.  But let me be clear.  This is not a 
dissertation about how universal concepts such as citizenship and rights circulate to accrue 
meaning in different contexts of marginalization and inequality.  This is well trodden terrain for a 
number of anthropologists who have critiqued T.S. Marshall’s (1992) understandings of civil 
society and of civic, political, and social rights in liberal democracies.   For example, Partha 
Chatterjee (2005) argues that civil society in postcolonial contexts is not a sphere of democratic 
possibility.  Civil society is the domain of the elites where subalterns can only be rendered 
legible by state policy or governmental apparatus.  It is here that transformative democratic 
politics occur but only to the extent that subalterns appropriate governmental categories to their 
own ends.  In so doing, they become a political counterweight to elite politics by transforming 
the workings of democracy from within.         
 James Holston (2006) replicates Chatterjee’s argument but from the perspective of the 
spatial dynamics of democracy.   He interprets the experiences of Brazilians living in favelas as 
shaping the spatial boundaries of rights and recognition.  It is within favelas where disputes over 
illegal residence, development, and land claims simultaneously democratize urban space as they 
spur new forms of violence and exclusion.  This contradictory realization of democracy shapes a 
civil society in which citizens organize to confront entrenched inequality that segregates and 
confines them to urban centers.        
 Likewise, Aihwa Ong’s recent work (2009) extends Chatterjee’s concerns about 
‘governmental tactics’ and Holston’s concerns about the spatial dynamics of democracy.  She 
focuses her analysis on how logics of civic exclusion are ‘global’ in character under neoliberal 
reform.  She details how neoliberal policies are ‘Western’ constructs that cast governing 





new forms of marginalization and inequality flourish when such policies are deployed in non-
Western countries where ‘technical decision making’ has never been the overt standard of 
governmental rule.  Those non-Western populations and spaces subjected to neoliberal reform 
thus crystallize competing understandings of politics, citizenship, and governance that disrupt 
normative local understandings of democracy.         
 These readings of civic exclusion rest on a particular assumption that conditions of 
vulnerability are incompatible with the normative ideals of liberal rights and citizenship.  But if 
we follow this rationale, it leaves no room to examine how governmental projects like climate 
adaptation create their own sorts of cultural frameworks about vulnerability that are susceptible 
to reappropriation and redefinition.  As a strategy of (inter)national governmental rule, climate 
adaptation has its own flexible cultural form that has the capacity to accommodate as much as to 
negotiate liberal terms of rights and citizenship (see also Merry 2006).  Under climate adaptation 
projects vulnerability is a moving target that is relationally constituted by a variety of factors 
including politics, culture, social identity, environmental processes, law, and technoscientific 
experimentation.              
 If we view vulnerability from this perspective it might become clearer why I do not 
employ a concept of “environmental” or “ecological” citizenship to describe Guyanese citizens’ 
experiences with climate adaptation projects.  Such concepts have the tendency to leave 
unexplored the relationship between what counts as a citizen’s obligation to “environmental 
stewardship” and the sociocultural contexts and histories of vulnerability that inform this 
obligation (Dobson 2003).  This kind of formulation depicts vulnerable populations as if they are 
undesirable citizens.
9
  It keeps in place an origin story about the type of citizen who is 
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undeserving of rights and recognition because they do not possess proper environmental 
expertise.  Instead, I demonstrate how governmental interventions deploy categories about 
vulnerability that expand the terms of what counts as rights and obligations.  To understand how 
this expansion occurs, we need to attend to the types of environmental management and expert 
practices that are intended to manage conditions of vulnerability.     
 One arena of expert practice in environmental management that is pivotal to my analysis 
of vulnerability and citizenship in coastal Guyana is an engineering method called empoldering.  
Historically, this method has involved raising land around a network of deep trenches to offset 
water from tidal inundation.   The roots of Guyana’s challenges with protecting its coastal region 
with empoldering are rather tenuous.  In the early-17
th
 century, the Dutch were the first colonial 
settlers in Guyana’s coastal region to use empoldering.10   The method was eventually perfected 
by Amerindian and African slave labor as the Dutch transformed the colony from a trading post 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
scholars follow John Dewey (1992) and his critique of how the “associations” that coalesce between 
citizens, government bureaucrats, and political interests groups vying for material resources are the 
grounds for the emergence of a public and public concerns.   While I recognize and I am sympathetic to 
this reading, I draw on Marshall here to make a distinction between how discourses about citizenship and 
expertise are related to one another and how practices of citizenship suture a common identification of 
technoscience with a democratic interpretation of expertise being used for the common good of the 
public.  On this point, I find it helpful to follow Isaiah Berlin’s reading of “liberty” (1969).  For Berlin, it 
is not a matter of experts (public authorities) establishing a mere alliance between the given interests of 
different citizens but of actually recognizing a collective form of identification among different citizens as 
the basis for technoscientific intervention.  Berlin is aware that such a proposition is an ‘ideal type’ 
because the matter of expertise is always already constrained by ideological struggles over what 
constitutes individual freedom at the expense of the preservation of a given community’s ‘good life.’  
Nevertheless, it is an ideal that Berlin suggests implicitly frames the liberal notion of a “social contract,” 




This is not to say that there was not a systematized method of water control along the coast before 
colonial contact for Amerindian societies.  The system was dubbed by Betty Meggers as “mound culture” 
(the digging of causeways/canals for the drainage of water) society, with the Arawaks of Guyana’s 
Berbice region having a monopoly over the practice.   There is a developing archeological literature that 
looks to link the development of mound cultures to periods of climatic events see Meggers (1994) and D. 





into a plantation settlement for sugar and cash crops.  By the early-19
th
 century the colony 
changed hands to the British whose engineering corps continued empoldering.  They expanded 
the canal grid from mainly along the foreshore to along the upper catchments of coastal rivers by 
building a dam, or water conservancy, called the EDWC--an earthen storage area that regulates 
the flow of water. This expansion was intended to offset the pressures for land that the white 
plantocracy felt from newly-freed slave labor and newly-immigrated Indo- , Chinese, and 
Portuguese indentured servants.          
 By the early-20
th
 century, after a number of plantation estates foreclosed and land 
settlements failed, engineers introduced a plan to build three more water conservancies known as 
the Mahaica, Mahaicony, Abary Scheme (MMA Scheme).  The plan was in full swing after 
Guyana’s independence from British rule in 1966.  But by the early 1970s head government 
officials failed to garner loans from international lending agencies to finish the MMA Scheme as 
state policy took on a socialist agenda.  As a consequence, only one of the three MMA 
conservancies was completed during Guyana’s socialist period.    
 The incomplete scheme nearly blocked engineers from finding the international funds 
and support to complete other needed water modernization and land reform settlements.   Even 
after Guyana’s transition to liberal democracy and funding from structural adjustment programs 
commenced in 1985, engineers focused their efforts on small-scale projects like maintaining 
trenches and canal ways.  With the transition, the legacy of Guyana’s struggle to protect the 
foreshore from the sea came to a head.  In 2010, the international humanitarian group, the Center 
for the Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) reported that since Guyana’s move 





culminated in the ‘Great Flood’ of 2005 which led to the nation’s current commitments to 
climate adaptation projects.    
A Politics of Vulnerability         
 The 2005 disaster revealed how the coast’s canal network has played a strategic role in 
shaping the terms of citizenship throughout Guyana’s history.  The canal network has separated 
indigenous from settler, black from white, slave from indentured laborer, citizen from subject, 
and expert from non-expert, tying social, racial, and political status to geography.  And yet, 
Guyanese citizens’ vulnerability to this geography has not necessarily been limited by the 
distinction between ‘lay’ vs. ‘expert’ knowledge (Smith 1999; Subramanian 2009).  Historically, 
Guyanese citizens have negotiated racialized labor practices and property regimes that have 
undercut the very infrastructure, science, and technology intended to protect them.  These 
negotiations have forced many Guyanese to live and survive in ways that rub-up against the 
demands of the canal network.           
 Throughout this dissertation, I argue that these experiences are constitutive of a politics 
of vulnerability.  In this sense, a politics of vulnerability is quite different from the “sentimental 
politics” that Lauren Berlant (1997; 2008) describes as constituting affective attachments and 
identifications under liberal democracies.  As she argues, sentimental politics “renders 
citizenship as a condition of social membership produced by personal acts and values…no longer 
valuing personhood as something directed toward public life, contemporary nationalist ideology 
recognizes a public good only in a particularly constricted nation of simultaneously-lived private 
worlds” (1997: 5).  Under a politics of vulnerability, however, the opposite is the case.  Social 
membership is mediated by citizens’ capacities to not conform their private lives to normative 





that can be governed to stand-in for a plurality of contradictory sentiments about past, present, 
and future environmental crises.               
 By tracking what I call a politics of vulnerability, I further complicate the current 
preference within anthropology that frames vulnerability in two ways.  On the one hand, 
vulnerability is often understood as constituting injuries to an individual that result from living in 
an environment that impairs social wellbeing (Petryna 2011; Fortun 2001; Blaikie et al. 2003; 
Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 2002).   On the other, vulnerability is often understood as a category 
and technology of biopolitical management (Rose 1999; 2006).   It can be used to mark unruly 
populations not as political subjects but as subjects living in conditions of ‘bare life’ or ‘states of 
emergency’ (McElhinny 2010; Das 2010; Biehl 2005; Fassin 2008; Ticktin 2011; Fikes 2009).   
 Both of these approaches assume that conditions of vulnerability do not protect but chip 
away at individual autonomy.  They assert that the only alternative to being vulnerable is to be 
“resilient”-- to make do with the burden of “withstand[ing], surviv[ing], and liv[ing] with 
horrible events” (Scheper-Hughes 2008: 18).  In other words, the anthropological literature has 
come to interpret vulnerability as condemnable and antithetical to sentiments like ‘sympathy’ 
and collective belonging (Rutherford 2009; Stoler 2004).  In such scholarship, vulnerability is 
written about as if it is attributed to a variety of omnipresent conditions including 
(post)colonialism, authoritarianism, imperialism, socialism, capitalism, and neoliberalism.  Such 
assumptions leave unexplored why and how it is that notions of vulnerability get written into 
normative practices of biopolitics, economy, citizenship, governance, and rule.        
 Some of Judith Butler’s more recent work (2006; 2010) engages with these issues in light 
of 9/11 and the Abu Ghraib torture photographs.  She uses these photographs to chart the 





sphere.  She stresses that the subversive potential of the photographs is that they not only record 
the events they depict but they also anticipate and perform the grievability of the tortured lives 
depicted.  The photographs allow the American public to be “haunted in advance by the suffering 
or deaths of others…the anticipation of the past underwrites the photographs’ distinctive capacity 
to establish grievability as a precondition of a knowable human life…” (2010: 98) The 
photographs represent a kind of politics of life that acknowledges that the precondition for any 
life is its precariousness, or potential ‘loss.’         
 Butler argues that once this point is recognized one can grieve for the ‘other’ in a much 
more egalitarian way.   She highlights the relationship between loss and a collective ‘we’ to 
reveal how ‘precariousness’ is the condition under which individual autonomy is fundamentally 
social.  That is, “despite our differences in location and history, my guess is that it is possible to 
appeal to a ‘we,’ for all of us have some notion of what it is to have lost somebody.  Loss has 
made a tenuous ‘we’ of us all’ (2006: 20).  For Butler, personalized loss is a starting point for a 
general discussion about social injustice and so the vulnerability of ‘the other’ across socio-
historical contexts (see also Anderson and Horrent 2004).
11
        
 Like Butler, I am sensitive to how personal loss can become the grounds for collective 
vulnerability. But I take this point further.  I ask how exactly talk about personal loss becomes 
interchangeable, and sometimes even indistinguishable, from talk about collective vulnerability.  
I offer this perspective of vulnerability to recover a notion of citizenship that is as much about 
representation through the realm of rights and law as it is about self-identity.  I do this in two 
ways.              
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 Whereas Butler defines the value of life in its ‘loss,’ Foucault defines its value through governmental 
regulation and Agamben through the sovereign’s decision to exclude some forms of life over others from 
the polity.  And while Butler is willing to read loss as a problem of the ‘social,’ she still stays committed 
to an ontological reading of life that is sympathetic to vulnerability as a condition of interdependency 





 First, I detail the conditions under which personal loss can be transformed into a 
collective claim about vulnerability.   Throughout this dissertation, I examine one of the main 
domains through which claims to vulnerability to climate change in Guyana have been given 
much attention, community-level climate adaptation projects.   I chart the ways in which 
Guyanese citizens claim to become ‘experts’ in managing climate-related risks by participating 
in these projects and how these claims position some citizens as more “vulnerable” than others.  
Second, I reflect on how it is that collective claims to vulnerability rub-up against other 
normative political projects of belonging and empathy (see also Berlant 2007; Povinelli 2011).  
During my fieldwork, I witnessed how some citizens struggled to get their expertise about land 
management and water allocation to be assimilated into the agendas of the climate adaptation 
projects.  They relied on other talking points dealing with race and party politics to try to gain an 
edge or access in the projects.  These struggles produce ways of accounting for how living under 
conditions of vulnerability can be normalized, if not made essential, for survival in everyday 
Guyana.  In this respect, while there is a growing literature on the anthropology of climate 
change, I view this dissertation as contributing to a growing literature on the anthropology of 
vulnerability. 
Histories of Vulnerability 
The historiography on coastal Guyana acknowledges the importance of the canal network 
to the development of Guyanese economy and society (Rodney 1981; Greenidge 2001; Adamson 
1973; Bolland 1981; Seecharan 2004, 1999; Young 1958; Thomas 1984).  However, the actual 
technical practices and sciences involved in maintaining this network have been given scant 
attention.  Overwhelmingly, the historiography relies on four types of British colonial-era 





include: land deeds; censuses describing the type of racial-ethnic population that lived and 
worked on a given estate; newspaper articles that chronicle wage, land, and union disputes 
between estate laborers and the plantocracy; and Crown Ordinances or Court of Policy papers 
related to estate and trade levies.  These sources have supported a kind of historiography that 
focuses on how racial and class dynamics shaped plantation labor as well as laborers’ resistance 
to the colonial plantocracy.  For example, scholarly debates have ensued over how Afro- and 
Indo-estate laborers’ resistance encouraged colonial ordinances that restricted them from using 
dams to cultivate their land (see Kwayana 2000).         
 Debates like these are laudable in as much as they reflect an awareness of racial politics 
as tactics of governmental rule and not about ineradicable racial or cultural difference (Mbembe 
2001).  However, there is a very real danger in interpreting the canal network as a mere metaphor 
for racial politics (see Trotz 2010; DeLoughrey 2011).
12
  Such interpretations imply that the built 
and natural environments are themselves transparent across space and time (Latour 1996).
13
  
Even more, when the existing historical scholarship describes the canal network it is most often 
to describe it when it fails or breaks down.  The canal network is written off as a product of 
governmental interventions that were never quite sufficient or modern enough to support the 
development of the (post)colonial state.   In reality of course, there is an uneven overlap in the 
ways in which racial politics, legal, and technoscientific matters are handled to manage the canal 
network in Guyana.  Popular discourses about climate adaptation I encountered while in the field 
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For example, this point about the use and (misuse) of metaphor to describe the historical Caribbean and 
the wider Afro-diaspora is also in reference to literature that follows Gilroy’s use of the term ‘Black 
Atlantic’ as well as the images of ‘water’ and the ‘slave ship.’    
 
13
There are exceptions.  See Drayton (2000) who makes passing reference to the importance of British 
colonial botany and public gardens (and so canals) to the ‘modernization’ of British Guiana’s coastal 
plain.  Also, see Burnett (2001) who details the role of colonial European land surveyors and geographers 





make it clear that the canal network’s management is tied to contestations over racial politics as 
well as expertise, environment, citizenship, and vulnerability.       
 When I spoke to coastal residents, state officials, and engineers about vulnerability to 
climate change, I heard a variety of remarks about their faith in climate adaptation.  “Our canal 
blueprints are missing.” “We don’t know how much water fell the last time it rained.” “The 
British kept meticulous rainfall records but when they left so did our knowledge.” “We cannot 
stop flooding if landowners do not clean their trenches.” “Engineers don’t have the skills to fix 
canals to stop climate change [from affecting us].” “Engineers design for the UN not every-
man.”  “Black man, ‘coolie’ man, and Amerindian all flood unless you pay a puja (Hindu 
offering) to the state.”            
 Indeed, these remarks point to how appraisals of the canal network are informed by 
references to (post)colonial racial politics.  But these appraisals are also informed by people’s 
competing understandings about engineers’ abilities to build a reliable archive of knowledge to 
manage climate change in the present.  Appraisals like these do not mobilize history for history’s 
sake.  They rely on critiques of engineers’ blueprints that are at once a site of political and expert 
contention while being the very material people draw on in order to defend their commitments to 
climate adaptation.  The historical thus becomes both analytic category and method (Trouillot 
1995; D. Scott 2004) -- a way to parse the place of the past in present talk about a politics of 
vulnerability.           
 I will say more in Chapter 2 about the relationship between Guyanese historiography and 
a politics of vulnerability.  I have gestured to it here to lay out upfront the methodological stakes 
involved in writing about vulnerability to climate change.  As such, during my time in the field I 





such as Crown Ordinances and newspapers alongside ignored ones such as engineers’ blueprints 
and ledgers for major canals and dams built during the British colonial period.  Most of the 
available engineering documents in the GNA were from the late-British colonial period, circa the 
late-19
th
 century and 1915-50s.  Alongside these archives, I collected oral histories from a 
number of landowners who have been affected by major engineering projects and the engineers, 
agronomists, land surveyors, and staff who have worked for the Ministry of Public Works, 
Ministry of Agriculture, and the Ministry of Land and Surveys since the 1930s.    
 There are two types of history, then, that this dissertation narrates.  First, there is the 
history of the modern coastal environment.  This history is encapsulated in the dual legislation 
through law and the engineering sciences that inform land reform policies to build canals and 
dams.  Second, there are the histories of feeling vulnerable that are embodied by landowners and 
engineers who live with managing the coastal environment every day.  These latter histories 
were mostly oral histories I heard when people explained to me that law or science could not 
“explain” or “account” for their relationship to land as well as vulnerability to climate change.  I 
make a distinction between these two histories to emphasize what counts as political intervention 
vs. representation within the context of vulnerability to climate change (Chakrabarty 2009). 
 If competing archival knowledge underwrites a politics of vulnerability, then its grammar 
was already in place well before the 2005 disaster.  The empoldering method used to protect the 
sugar and rice-based plantation economy started in the region when the Dutch West India 
Company chartered land under a Roman-Dutch Law of servitude agreements.  The agreements 
covered all land settled for the purposes of cultivation in the Northeast Essequibo-Orinoco 
Rivers of the Dutch Guiana territory.   Land was legally parceled under freehold titles and 





meant that in acquiring a title, land owners possessed full ownership of a plot but only a bundle 
of rights to canals.  In practical terms this meant that water was managed as a common pool 
resource around the everyday care of privately empoldered plots.
14
    
 Beginning in 1803, under British rule, the terms of canal management were radically 
reworked.  By the eve of emancipation in the 1820s, the governor hired an engineering corps to 
design the EDWC (Veecock n.d.; Siccama 1879).  Roman-Dutch Law still informed the 
everyday legal regime during this period despite the fact that the Court of Policy implemented 
special English Law ordinances that covered moveable property and domestic concerns such as 
marriage (Jenkins 1891).  There were no special ordinances placed on land because of the fiscal 
disadvantages (a rise in property and water taxes) that English real property law would have on 
large estate owners (Ledlie 1917).
15
  The plantocracy made the most of the water conservancy 
without regard for shifting the local property regime from Roman-Dutch Law to English Law.     
 In effect, for those petty landowners (poor whites, freemen, and indentured servants) who 
had little access to the newly built EDWC, servitude agreements to canals still informed the ways 
in which they understood land management (‘Moral of the Servants,’ Buxton Village 1891).   In 
other words, with the construction of the EDWC in the mid-19
th
 century, common pool access to 
water became highly regulated by ‘big’ infrastructure initiatives.  But the method of empoldering 
did not disappear.  It became a marginalized technique for land management, central to cash crop 
cultivation but not to plantations.  With emancipation, thus, the terms of what constituted the 
                                                          
14A “common pool resource” is characterized by the fact that users have open access to using it, but their 
use consequently draws down on the limited reserve of the resource available to all of them. Challenges 
inherent to managing such “commons” of this particular type open to use and vulnerable to degradation 
have been covered in great detail, most famously by Ostrom (1990) (see below). 
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However, the distinction between Colony and Crown Land was introduced alongside the idea of 
“transport” titles in-order to simplify the ways in which the colonial governor distributed and managed 





canal network was administered by a type of bureaucratic expertise that was dependent on a de 
facto racialized and customary property regime.
16
        
 This system was in place until the mid-20
th
 century, after the El Niño drought year of 
1939-40, engineers looked to expand the water conservancy network (Camacho 1961).  The 
British Colonial Office requested that engineers construct the MMA Scheme.  Blueprints were 
drafted but little land was ever dug. The governor was not able to garner support for the dig.  His 
land and water allocation policies came under increasing scrutiny as laborers rioted for higher 
wages and for improvements in the deplorable conditions they lived and worked in on plantation 
estates.  Over the course of these riots, Indo-Guyanese and Afro-Guyanese were pitted against 
one another to the advantage of plantation managers.  As a consequence, unions struggled to 
galvanize support for labor and land reform that did not fall along racial lines (Jagan 1966).  
Laborers’ testimonies to the Moyne Commission (1938) and Venn Commission (1948) about 
these riots became evidence for the Crown that racial politics informed the colony’s ability to 
modernize the canal network (Smith 1962).
17
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 As I lay out in Chapters 2-3, the uneven development of servitude agreements created its own sort of 




By the 1930s there were a series of strikes, riots and protests throughout the region that were labeled at 
the time as a “condemnation of the colonial government” and its handling of poor labor and living 
conditions, racism, and “overpopulation” in the colonies.  The major response by the British to these 
events was the writing of the Moyne Commission Report in 1938.  In particular, it investigated the social 
and economic conditions in Barbados, British Guiana, British Honduras, Jamaica, the Leeward Islands, 
Trinidad and Tobago and the Windward Islands.   Major recommendations of the report were to establish 
a West Indian Welfare Fund to initiate adult suffrage, laws to protect trade unions, and improvements in 
public spending for social welfare and infrastructure programs.  While the events surrounding the 
commission and 1938 led to an increase in trade unionization and political representation, particularly 
among middle-class blacks in governmental offices throughout the region, there was far less change with 
regard to governmental services and living conditions (see Singh 1997 and Craig 1988).  Within the 
context of British Guiana, the 1938-39 commission had marked the high-point of what had already been 
nearly forty years of strikes and the successful formation of nine trade unions and supplemental political 





 It was only after independence from British colonial rule in 1966 that the MMA Scheme 
was put back on the state’s main agenda.   The country’s first national election was held in 1968.  
For over a decade leading up to the election there were episodes of British military invasions, 
American CIA special operations, constitutional suspensions, and labor riots which culminated 
in racially-motivated violence between Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese (Rabe 2009).
18
  The 
violence informed the post-independence racial split between the country’s two main political 
parties, the PPP (People’s Progressive Party) and the PNC (People’s National Congress).   
 By the 1968 election, the PPP was popularly viewed as the party representing Indo-
Guyanese and the PNC as a party representing Afro-Guyanese and ‘everybody else.’19   The 
election is also remembered as the moment when the PNC, then headed by lawyer and ex-union 
organizer Forbes Burnham, arguably won the election through gerrymandering and voter fraud 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
were not sufficiently represented under the interests and emerging political split between the plantocracy, 
investors in race and bauxite, and trade unions that were made up of mostly dockworkers and porters.  As 
a consequence, the testimony made to the commission (43 in all) necessarily came from a mix of people: 
trade union establishment as well as small farmers and sugar workers not organized.  This helps explain 
why issues related to the development of the MMA Scheme, although seemingly an issue that would have 
further cemented the already low-level wages and standard of living for field laborers, became crucial to 
their demands for ushering in a broader colonial policy for social reform and independence.  This issue 
would resurface ten years later when the British sponsored the Venn Commission, which centrally 
focused on the sugar industry while responding to the failure of local governments to implement few if 
any of the suggestions made by the Moyne Commission.  I argue that the Venn Commission was central 
to the MMA eventually being pushed through for construction (see Chapters 2-3). 
 
18
See Chapter 2 for further discussion on this colonial-independence transition period.  
 
19
 It is not so clear who counts as ‘everybody else’ as PPP supporters do include a racial cross section of 
Guyanese society. Furthermore, although political capital in Guyana is often spoken of in terms of an 
Afro-PNC and Indo-PPP political divide, in recent years, it has become increasingly recognized as 
defined by a growing subset of the ‘dougla’ (Afro-/Indo-Guyanese), white (ethnically Portuguese), Sino-
Guyanese, Amerindian, and mixed populations’ interests as opting into this bipartisanism. Often times 
these minority populations are pandered to by both parties for fulfilling roles of immediate 
economic/political interest (i.e. Amerindians and forestry in Guyana’s Amazonian region or Sino-
Guyanese and private sector development in the coastal region’s urban/rural contexts). For an 





(Thomas 1974; Premdas 2003).  In the process, the PNC further drove a wedge between local 
labor unions and civil service along racial lines, distributing a large number of government 
positions to Afro-Guyanese PNC supporters (Burrows 1984).      
 In 1971 there were a number of labor strikes in the bauxite industry that ended in 
violence.  The strikes enabled the PNC to successfully broker a deal to buy out a Canadian firm’s 
investments in bauxite (Lutchman1974).  The nationalization of bauxite was a significant 
turning-point for the solidification of PNC rule in Guyana.  It shifted the PNC’s political power 
away from managing a racially and technically diverse labor pool through unionization to the 
state bureaucracy (Hintzen 1989).   This push toward racialized technocratic rule was solidified 
between 1974 and 1976 after the PNC nationalized the sugar industry and declared Guyana a 
Socialist Republic under the “Sophia Declaration.”         
 One of the central tenants of the declaration was for land reform through the development 
of collectivized land schemes and the completion of the MMA Scheme (Burnham 1974).  But the 
Sophia Declaration was short-lived as Guyana fell into extraordinary levels of debt, preventing 
the completion of the MMA Scheme (Bartilow and Manley 1997).   The most docile of Guyana’s 
wage labor force under Burnham’s regime were engineers, who found that they had to 
surreptitiously advocate for best practice when their expertise went against the party line.  As a 
former government official of the Burnham era summarizes, “Burnham scared off technocrats.  
Burnham was unable to separate his own political rule from the fundamental technical 
requirements of the society” (Lewis 2001).  
Vulnerability and Rights in a Postcolony 
 Arguably, it was only with Burnham’s death in 1985 that the PNC was pushed by 





brief rule by the PNC (1985-92), Guyana’s postsocialist era has been defined by over two 
decades of PPP rule. With the MMA Scheme still incomplete, the PPP government has found 
wealth in natural resource markets with the help of structural adjustment programs sponsored by 
the IMF and the Jimmy Carter Foundation.  Guyana’s transition into a market economy has been 
informed by the six volume National Development Strategy (NDS).  The overall goal of the NDS 
is to open-up Guyana’s economy to alternative energy and natural resource development (NDS 
1996).   Thus, by the mid-1990s, much of Guyana’s economic investments were not in sugar but 
in hydroelectricity, logging, and mining in the country’s Amazonian region (Bulkan and Palmer 
2009).  New environmental regulations followed.        
 Protected areas were established, including the Iwokrama Center in Guyana’s southwest 
savannahs and forests.  The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) alongside regional and 
national branch offices of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Conservation International (CI) 
were established.  Since these regulations almost exclusively emphasize corporate forestry land 
grants, the state has not invested in environmental regulations that recognize the aims of coastal 
property reform demanded decades ago by labor unions.  While initially many Guyanese did not 
view the socialist transition as antagonistic to their ideals for land reform such views have come 
under increasing scrutiny since the 2005 disaster.  This antagonism is partially to blame on the 
constitutional measures that the PNC enacted in the 1970s-80s which replaced legislative with 
executive power over the appointment of among other things, land grants and drainage and 
irrigation projects.  These constitutional measures have not been reformed since the transition, 
which has encouraged Guyanese to form environmental NGOs to deal with flooding.  For 
example, Guyana’s Citizen’s Initiative (GCI) was established by local social activists, planners, 





sanitation in communities where the state failed to provide relief during the 2005 disaster.   
 While the 2005 disaster did not resolve pre-existing regional disputes over land reform it 
encouraged the state to position the NDS around a broader environmental framework related to 
climate change.  In 2009, this framework was coined the “Low Carbon Development Strategy” 
(LCDS).  It follows the UN’s REDD+ program20 by implementing sustainable logging, mining 
and investment schemes in protected areas to preserve forests as carbon sinks.
21
  LCDS garnered 
Guyana’s former President Bharrat Jagdeo the title “Hero of the Environment” by Time 
Magazine.  Jagdeo’s environmental leadership led PPP-officials to compare Guyana to other 
South American countries like Bolivia and Ecuador whose environmental development 
campaigns include constitutional amendments that grant citizens’ “environmental rights” 
(Stabroek Staff Writer July 1, 2010; March 26, 2012).
22
           
 But the extent to which the Guyanese government has recognized any sort of 
commitments to environmental rights since the 2005 disaster has been limited.  Recent reforms 
in land grant and protected area laws under LCDS have done two things.  While these reforms 
encourage corporate sustainable forestry they also suggest that these new markets are only 
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Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation  
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 For an extended discussion on the different outcomes and possibilities for carbon credits on replacing 
sugar in Guyana’s general economy see Clive Thomas’ weekly newspaper column in Stabroek News, 
2009-10 about LCDS.   
 
22For the most part “environmental rights” in the South American context have involved the establishment 
of Rights of Nature.  These types of rights recognize ecosystems as having inalienable rights, give people 
the authority to petition on the behalf of ecosystems, and require the government to remedy violations of 
these rights (Latta and Wittman 2012).  The rights approach looks to legalize the prevention of 
environmental degradation instead of managing environment as property.  But at the same time, this 
approach side-steps issues of land reform and the equitable distribution of social services that underpin 
many concerns about environmental degradation.  Thus, Rights of Nature advocacy do not address many 






attainable in a country where citizens have the ‘will’ to be environmentally conscious (LCDS 
DRAFT 2010).  LCDS, then, has shaped the terms of Guyanese citizenship around the 
privatization of vulnerabilities to climate change.
23
  State sponsored environmentalism like the 
LCDS puts into question how changing strategies of neoliberal environmental regulation make it 
appear as if environmental stewardship is inherent to the terms of citizenship.   
 What these regulations are and how they inform the ways in which citizens understand 
their rights to land is a key concern of this dissertation.  Although the Guyanese government 
initially pursued LCDS as a policy to regulate land grants in the Amazonian region, it has 
quickly shaped climate adaptation projects and contestations over coastal property rights.  As I 
describe in more detail in Chapters 3 and 4, the government, particularly the Ministry of 
Agriculture, plans to subsidize the reconstruction of infrastructure damaged during the 2005 
disaster with LCDS funds.  Funding for such work has already begun on land near the MMA 
Scheme.  It is here where the LCDS is reconfiguring the terms of land ownership as well as 
customary land use practices around a politics of vulnerability.    
 Today, although much of the land in and near the MMA Scheme is held under private 
ownership, it is often still used as a common resource.  Small-scale cash crop and rice farmers 
alike employ empoldering techniques that require shared access to canals and trenches to allow 
for efficient drainage and irrigation for crop yields.  Since the Burnham era, these techniques 
have been a ready remedy to offset the inefficient water allocation schedules of incomplete 
MMA water conservancies and canals.  But after areas of the scheme repeatedly flooded in 2005-
08, the state planned to build a six-mile-long canal designed to account for climate-related risks 
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A number of scholars, Luke (1995) and Agrawal (2005), have termed the dual governmental and liberal 
economic regulation of the environment as a problem of “environmentality.”  I recognize this argument 
but here what I emphasize is that late-20
th
 century and contemporary concerns about climate change make 





such as increased storm surges and sea-level rise.  The state has drawn on property statutes 
related to compulsory purchase (eminent domain) to justify the eviction of farmers for the 
construction of the canal.   Since the construction began in 2009 farmers have been compensated 
and resettled in other areas of the MMA Scheme.  Since resettlement, they have transitioned 
from using empoldering techniques that account for crop yields to techniques that can 
accommodate the new canal.  Under the pretenses of LCDS, therefore, the state has reorganized 
and put into flux the type of expertise that is required to manage land as a common resource. 
 In my conversations with the evicted, they provided several explanations as to why the 
new canal is a mixed blessing.  The new canal is intended to guarantee a reprieve from flooding 
as well as alternative sources of income such as ecotourism (fishing and nature tours).  But their 
resettlements have also complicated their commitments to the land.  With their investments in 
new kinds of empoldering techniques many farmers have run into increased debt and so cannot 
afford basic agricultural equipment and gear.  As they become more financially insecure, they 
worry about competition from their neighbors because “now more than ever, people are invested 
in the same type of cash crop to stay afloat.”  Nevertheless, a number of landowners have opted 
to take a chance on an uncertain future in cash crops.   Others though have plans to migrate and 
leave their land with their children after failing to have their grievances addressed through legal 
channels such as the Guyana Human Rights Association.       
 These critiques of common resource management under LCDS emphasize how 
discourses about expertise and vulnerability are mutually constituted by technoscience, state, and 
legal institutions managing climate adaptation.  They reveal how the efforts to associate 
vulnerability with a lack of expertise are quite often the basis for inclusion instead of exclusion 





how climate adaptation is not a secure, predetermined or top-down project of governmental rule.  
Rather, climate adaptation is often punctured or challenged by the very people who find 
themselves to be the most vulnerable, and so the key benefactors and arbiters of such projects. 
What are the implications of climate change opening up the commons as an arena about the 
social contestation over vulnerability and expertise rather than as a predetermined structure of 
power and rights?          
 First, we are able to recognize the dynamism of common use access and rights 
agreements.  This reading sharply contrasts those that inform the literature on natural resource 
management that is indebted to Garrett Hardin’s 1968 essay “The Tragedy of the Commons.”   
Hardin argues that the source of environmental degradation is common property which he 
interprets as the unregulated use of scarce natural resources.  His central argument is that an 
unregulated natural resource cannot be effectively managed without being overexploited by 
some individuals for personal profit at the expense of protecting it from overuse.  The solution to 
this cycle of overexploitation is privatization, because individuals would be expected to protect 
their own property.  McCay and Acheson (1987) argue that the individualistic and rational-
choice assumptions of Hardin’s approach lead him to misrecognize the structure and practice of 
common property.  They emphasize that free access and common property are not the same thing 
and that to equate the two is to ignore that collectively shared resources often already entail 
institutional and community regulations for their management (see also Ostrom 1990).  These 
regulations are determined by a variety of factors including social identity, geography-territory, 
expertise, infrastructure, and residence.         
 As with the evictions in the MMA Scheme, farmers have not simply rejected or inserted 





Their competing practices of empoldering have pulled state officials and engineers into new 
commitments to protecting, not abandoning, the MMA Scheme.  Furthermore, the terms of 
common property have come to be shaped by a set of discourses about vulnerability that emerge 
as claims to rights-based citizenship.  At the same time, as a self-proclaimed vulnerable 
population, the farmers think of themselves as subjects whose political affiliations and value 
extend well beyond the agricultural boundaries of the MMA Scheme.  In their attempts to seek 
alternative livelihoods--ecotourism or work abroad--they render the terms of the commons and 
its political geography fluid.          
 Second, linking discourses about vulnerability to rights-claims blurs the rigid distinction 
between customary and scientific land management that underpins arguments about the 
commons in anthropology.  A second wave of ethnographic scholarship on the commons 
describes how customary land use practices are undermined by Western technoscience and 
governmental interventions (Peets and Watts 2004; Zerner 2003; Ribot and Peluso 2003; Maurer 
1997).  Agrawal and Sawyer (2000) detail how colonial discourses steeped in Malthusian 
assumptions about Third World overpopulation and natural resource underpins the scope of 
contemporary sciences like ecology and hydrology, which often inform conservation mandates.  
As they put it, the “contemporary hyper-scientization and bureaucratization [of natural resource 
management] bears uncanny resemblance with attempts to catalog indigenous [and non-Western] 
knowledge around the world before indigenous [and non-Western] peoples become ‘extinct’ or 
the pressures of modernization change cultures in unknowable ways,” (100).  These observations 
are commendable in their attempts to piece together the intersecting histories of Western 
conservation, colonialism, racism, and cultural imperialism.   But they suggest that customary 





technoscience. This binary assumes that customary land practices and their correlated civic and 
communitarian spaces are only rendered legible by Western technoscientific and governmental 
institutions (Mosse 2006). The persistent need to draw cultural boundaries around non-Western 
populations that are outside certain spheres of governmental influence reinforces their status as 
never quite ‘expert’, undercutting the project of narrating a more inclusive political history of the 
commons (see West 2008).         
 By contrast, I argue that Western technoscience is not in tension with customary land use 
practices and rights.  Throughout this dissertation I detail how empoldering was not simply a 
practice brought in by colonial Dutch and British authorities and replicated by the plantocracy 
and small-scale landowners over time.  As the colonial state sponsored centralized flood 
management projects like the EDWC, empoldering became hybridized.  It took on varying forms 
according to the particular agricultural, domestic, and economic needs of both rural and urban 
landowners alike.  Empoldering thereby became a customary land management practice that 
underwrote state science, property law, and engineering well into contemporary flood 
management projects like the MMA Scheme (see Chapters 3 and 4).  Consequently, private and 
common property in coastal Guyana is not the result of a succession of new rationalities and 
administrative designations that overwrite historical power relations (see Chapter 2).  Previous 
landscapes remain consequential even as they become reworked around long histories of power, 
expertise, and politics (Moore 2005; Kosek 2006).  Empoldering is a governmental technology 
that has historically (re)produced types of legal subjects alongside notions of landscape, 
expertise, land, and custom.  This means that historic claims to property rights and citizenship 
are deeply embedded in the shifting ways in which coastal Guyanese come to live with and talk 





 As such, what is significant about post-disaster Guyana is that it is the first time when 
vulnerability to flooding is not necessarily viewed as a burden or chipping away at governmental 
resources.  Rather, vulnerability is generative of a new type of social consciousness about 
national development, a “low carbon economy and society” under climate change, called LCDS.  
As I describe in Chapters 1 and 6, LCDS has produced a national consciousness about climate 
change that informs aspects of politics, law, and everyday life that extend well beyond the 
domain of the environment.  A politics of vulnerability therefore brings to mind what Raymond 
Williams calls ‘structures of feeling’ (1977)--the unrealized possibilities of the past that inform 
the social consciousness and lived experiences in the present.   Vulnerability is not only a 
primary historical framework through which people have sought recognition from the state and 
other institutions.  It is also a visceral condition and feeling that shapes notions of accountability 
and injury alongside those of collective belonging in Guyana.     
Vulnerability and Difference         
 Recently, a number of scholars studying climate change have interpreted climate 
adaptation as a measure of how effective national governments are at ensuring “climate justice” 
across populations (Johnston 2011; Adger 2003; Adger et. al. 2006; Ribot 2011; Orlove 2009).  
Particularly in the political ecology literature, scholars are vocal about the new directions in 
advocacy that climate adaptation projects inspire not only in legal realms but also everyday life.   
For example, Mark Pelling argues that the fundamental objective of climate adaptation policy is 
to see through political commitments to the “social contract” (2011).  He writes: 
In the tradition of Western political philosophy the notion of the social contract has not
 been built on observed customary practice but rather in an abstract set of ideas about the
 nature of political authority and popular consent…Identity that is ascribed to social
 markers such as race or ethnicity (Hite, 1996), but whose logic also extends to include
 identity through association with place (Wagstaff, 2007) is significant for understanding





 destroy social life (Hewitt, 1997) and the cultural meanings invested in the physical, as
 well as physical assets themselves, that in turn opens scope for new understandings of
 identity and social organization that offer an alternative to established structures in the
 social contract when legitimacy is lost (Pelling and Bill, 2010) (90-1).   
Pelling suggests that the diversity of local cultures has to be recognized by governments in order 
to ensure equitable environmental security in the face of systemic environmental crises like 
climate change.  This sort of political commitment seeks a culturally and materially grounded 
history of the social contract.  As follows, Pelling offers an alternative reading to a Rousseauian 
notion of the social contract which views popular consent as a pre-determined will.  Under 
climate adaptation Pelling reads popular consent as situated within autonomous cultural spaces 
that are separate from but nevertheless can inform democratic processes.  For Pelling, then, a 
culture-concept is inherent to the meaning of the social contract (for critiques of this kind of view 
see Povinelli 2002; Trouillot 2003; Hale 2005; de la Cadena 2010; Escobar 2008).  Under such 
terms, different racial-ethnic populations get separated into discrete cultural communities that 
have the capacity to “open up new avenues for social organization” to aid the state in managing 
environmental crisis.            
 Pelling is not alone in this view.  The assumption that states need to recognize cultural 
difference to govern climate change has generated a wealth of research.  In such work, we see 
efforts to reveal how subaltern and non-Western climate knowledge has a “deeper historical” 
framework than UN-IPCC knowledge and so can supplement modern environmental statecraft 
(Crate and Nuttall 2009; Lipset 2009).  Readings like these attempt to map the hidden 
correspondences of an already given transnational cultural, racial, and political order of 
vulnerability to climate change.  However, if we take this interpretation seriously (and I think we 
should), the problem is that it has the tendency to leave ‘naturalized’ the link between cultural 





only because each racial-ethnic population within a given national territory can make a claim to 
possessing some sort of cultural expertise to prevent environmental crisis.  But this position 
elides questions about the messiness of what actually gets counted as ‘legitimate’ cultural 
expertise and its relationship to other more general problems about citizenship, rights, and 
belonging.  It also absolves the need to reflect upon what actually counts as vulnerability to 
climate change within and across different epistemic and cultural communities (see Cruikshank 
2002).  Such normative readings of political community thwart climate adaptation’s progressive 
political potential.  They come close to rehearsing Enlightenment arguments that climate is a 
phenomenon that can explain the (under)development of societies (Foucault citing Kant 2008: 
61-70; Montesquieu 1989).           
 One does not have to posit dubious claims about climate justice for this sort of criticism 
to matter.  Rather, one might take the position, as I do, that the dual aims of security and freedom 
(Rose 1999), shape the progressive political potential of climate adaptation.  That is, on the one 
hand vulnerability to climate-related risks is often informed by how the state fails to equitably 
reduce hazards across racial-ethnic populations.  On the other, this inequity is contingent on how 
these populations rework competing discourses about rights to seek services from the state to 
manage these hazards.           
 This perspective brings back into focus not merely the shortcomings and exclusionary 
principles of liberal citizenship and statecraft.  But also, it brings into focus how the terms of 
citizenship and belonging are fluid and so are often reimagined during times of environmental 
crisis.
24
 For example, a number of people I worked with on climate adaptation projects felt 
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 I argue that vulnerability is a problem of security and freedom as an alternative to the overwhelming 
body of work in anthropology that follows a reading of Gorgio Agamben’s “bare life” (1998) to describe 
vulnerability.  Agamben argues that there are citizens who enjoy legal rights.  There are others who 





compelled to embellish their 2005 flood stories to state authorities in the hopes of receiving more 
access to canals and land services.  This was the case despite the fact that, often, such networking 
resulted in their becoming victims of other acts of marginalization--including gossip, being fired 
from a job, having land purposely flooded out, eviction, blackmail, or violence.  Citizens, from 
community project participants to state authorities, understood that there was an indeterminate 
value in calling themselves vulnerable, a mode of address that ultimately cut across overlapping 
milieus of recognition as well as power.          
 And yet, as many Guyanese acknowledged to me, such modes of address are possible 
only because they now faced indeterminate risks related to climate change and not merely 
flooding.  Many people I talked to embellished their 2005 flood stories around what they 
assumed was the state’s technoscientific incapacity to deal with “new” sorts of risks like sea-
level rise and intense storm surges.   People often openly challenged or defied state-sponsored 
engineering knowledge and practice.  Many people dared engineers--during climate adaptation 
community workshops, religious services, as well as media events--to construct better models 
that could account for climate change.  If not for talk about climate change, as one informant 
explained to me, working against ‘the Party’ (state), would be like “playing with fire.”  In other 
words, many Guyanese choose to emphasize how talk against the state is rooted in highly 
ideological disputes about which racial population has the access and capacity to challenge the 
terms of state engineering in the first place.          
 Often talk against the state was coded in references to stereotypes about the relationship 
between race and geography (Williams 1991).  Indeed, Guyanese working on climate adaptation 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
makes conditions for political life possible.  However, under climate change it is imperative to interpret 
this “zone of indistinction” as a reality for all citizens - not just those bereft of rights and entitlements.  
The question then becomes how do different kinds of populations work in or against this social condition 





projects resorted to evoking histories of racial politics, violence, and political mistrust as proof, if 
you will, that citizens’ expertise about flooding is just as or more qualified than the state’s 
expertise.  During climate adaptation community workshops, I often heard Guyanese of all racial 
backgrounds talk about themselves as embodying a racial order of vulnerability.  Rural Indo-
Guyanese are “cunning” at breaking dams or stealing water from canals for their needs.  
Amerindians who have migrated from the interior to the coast are “ruined” people who possess 
authentic environmental knowledge about floods, yet it is questionable knowledge because it has 
been corrupted by the vagrancies of coastal life.  Urban Afro-Guyanese are “defiant” of 
irrigation and drainage laws that they feel infringe on their property.  As I detail throughout this 
dissertation such racial stereotypes about vulnerability circulate not only in reaction to climate 
adaptation projects but also around people’s memories of what they recall of the socialist 
government’s “failure” to complete the MMA Scheme.     
 And yet, it cannot be ignored that these racial stereotypes map onto longer histories about 
citizenship that informed colonialism, as well as policies of slavery and freedom in the region. 
Within Caribbean-Latin American Studies, scholars point to the early-era of Spanish conquest as 
laying the ground work for ‘creole’ narratives of freedom and citizenship (Wilmont 2009).  With 
Spanish enslavement, indigenous populations’ were not granted rights until they were properly 
converted to Christianity.  It was the deliberate debasement of indigenous populations as 
‘lacking’ culture, or as “fallen” natural men that was the rationale for Spanish conquest well into 
periods of African slavery (Bogues 2009).  This logic held sway over different kinds of European 
colonialism until the early-19
th
 century when emancipation occurred under the British (circa 
1833).              





increasingly reconfigured around Adam Smith’s basic principle of efficient labor and economy 
and Jeremy Bentham’s doctrine of social reform and discipline (see also McGlynn and Drescher 
1997).   In such a context, blacks were only free under the terms through which their free-labor 
and daily life could be (re)socialized to fit a cultural order that ensured the survival of the 
plantocracy’s political and economic rule (Trouillot 1992; Bolland 1991). Emancipation in the 
region was thus, a process that took on an uneven tenure and meaning across varying social, 
political, technological, and economic spheres (R. Scott 1999; Mintz and Price 1992; Mintz 
2007).              
 This meant that, just like under slavery, blacks had to incur massive amounts of economic 
and social debt that took on the character of a type of metaphorical social death (Patterson 1986).  
The debts sometimes culminated in radical action or violence against whites in light of the 
considerable impediments to ‘freedom’ that informed post-emancipation everyday life (Gilroy 
1993; Mbembe 2003).  These impediments created a context where risk was (re)distributed by 
race-color and so conditions of vulnerability became determining factors not of social exclusion 
(as it was for the slave) but of civic inclusion.       
 Within British Guiana, these impediments played out under the most extreme conditions 
in terms of the government’s decision to build the EDWC after emancipation to accommodate 
the labor needs and economic ambitions of freemen, indentured servants, and the white 
plantocracy.  The idea for the EDWC was first proposed by medical doctor Michael McTurk, 
after graduating from the University of Glasgow in 1810.  He became British Guiana’s principal 
medical officer, and so had influence in the Georgetown Council over sanitation and water 
allocation policy.   He sponsored an ordinance in 1828 for the construction of the EDWC and 





years later, under the direction of engineer William Russel, the EDWC was completed.  Despite 
his intricate plans to socially engineer the coast, McTurk’s plans for the EDWC were not 
infallible, as was made clear centuries later with the 2005 disaster.       
 The EDWC’s history alongside the MMA Scheme’s history lays bare the ways in which 
episodes of environmental disaster in the Caribbean-Latin America are central to the history and 
unfolding of liberal citizenship (DuBois 2012; Price 2010).   More to the point, these histories 
demonstrate that often, Caribbean notions of citizenship are informed by race as much as they 
are undercut by other moral and political economics (Thomas 2011; Munasinghe 2006; Maurer 
1996; Robotham 1980; Sheller 2012).  Specifically, Brackett Williams (1991) has traced how in 
Guyana racial stereotypes of work and land ownership have informed the inequitable structure of 
rights, freedoms, entitlements and protections particularly between Afro-Guyaense, Indo-
Guyanese, and Amerindians.  A differential vauling of black, brown, yellow, red, and white 
bodies in the post-emancipation market place was one of the most enduring legacies of slavery 
that made race, rural-urban work and property ownership synonmous with citizenship in Guyana.  
This is a relationship that she describes throughout her ethnography as a “geography” of racial 
stereotypes.  She examines these relationships as a way to re-work a long-line of anthropology 
indebted to both Marxian-informed and structuralist-leaning ethnographies about the effects of 
colonial rule on race and class in the Anglophone Caribbean (see Chapter 2).  She challenges this 
literature to argue that postcolonial ideologies of race and class do not so much as mimic white-
colonial ideologies of power (“hegemony”).  Rather, colonial ideologies of race and class get 
refracted, often in piecemeal and contradictory ways and so inform competing narratives about 
what counts as ‘colonialism’ and ‘freedom’ across Guyanese racial-ethnic communities.  These 





themselves as citizens, and so part and parcel of a ‘creole’ postcolonial nation-state.   
 Throughout this dissertation I build on Williams’ concern with historizicing the 
contracdictory narrative of white-colonial power in the postcolonial present.  But I do this by 
asking how citizenship becomes an embodied subjectivity itself that is performed within specific 
material and environmental contexts as well as epistemic communities.  As I have argued, the 
credibility of governmental interventions like climate adaptation depends on repudiating the 
‘blind spots’ of the varying forms of racial democracy that have come to inform postcolonial 
Guyana.  But I also emphasize here that such interventions depend on identifying the broader 
political and knowledge economies that underwrite how people understand and live with 
vulnerability in their everyday lives in conversation with the recognition of the “racism” and 
shortcomings of colonial rule.   In other words, counter to Williams, I interpret citizenship as a 
type of subjectivity that is formed in relation to environmental, epistemic, and material contexts 
which does not necessarily have to align itself with a generalizable narrative about the ‘racial 
spoils’ of colonial hegemony.  In my analysis, I work to tease out how in some moments 
Guyanese can talk about citizenship as deeply implicated by (post)colonial ideologies of race and 
at other moments say that their vulnerability to climate change is informed by experiences with 
other things like their lifelong relationships to mangroves, bees, trenchs, or the seawall.    
 Therefore, I do not assume that an ethography of citizenship and climate change in 
Guyana necessarily needs to offer the reader “a sociology of race and class.” In fact, throughout 
this dissertation there are only particular moments when I explicitly signal the racial-ethnic 
identity of my informants.  I do this in an attempt to depicit when my informants felt tension or 
anxiety over when to interpret their vulnerability to climate change as an effect of “racial-ethnic 





informants did not view their race-ethnicity as important to narrating their story of vulnerability 
to climate change even though they were quite aware that many of the institutions and actors 
they collaborated with were indirectly complicit in (post)colonial structures of racial inequality.  
As such, throughout this dissertation, I am interested in offering the reader a lens through which 
to see the ways in which talk about race and experiences of racial violence, entitlements, 
inequality, and justice gets refracted or even silenced through various encounters with the 
environment.     
Method and Chapters           
 In the chapters that follow, I track the unfolding of a politics of vulnerability in Guyana.  
I draw from seventeen months (2009-11) of ethnographic and archival research that I conducted 
across the coastal strip of Guyana as well as within the country’s interior region at the Iwokrama 
Center (Regions 9 and 10).  My time in the field included working across different sites of 
expertise: engineering, agricultural sciences, climatology, law, and journalism.  At no point 
during my fieldwork did my informants mistake that I was an “expert” in much of anything, 
other than to say, in documenting the obvious, with the hope that their stories would be passed 
on to others.   I relied a lot on my informants for both their time and patience conveying basic 
concepts to me. They were willing to step outside of their professional roles to provide me with 
their hushed, stilted, and whispered interpretations of the events surrounding the 2005 disaster, 
climate adaptation, and Guyana’s history of engineering.       
 Many of my informants worked as engineers, environmental and disaster risk consultants, 
agronomists, and land surveyors for Guyana’s Ministry of Agriculture, CDC, and Ministry of 
Public Works.  They allowed me to observe and participate in their institutions’ routine 





exercises at engineering test sites and demonstrations, and board-project meetings.  I learned that 
their work was highly contingent on various practices of fact-checking that led them to doubt just 
exactly what they were telling me and how I would eventually document it and represent it in my 
dissertation.  Doubt, as far as many as my informants expressed, stemmed from their rather 
isolated and hierarchized work where sharing information across ministries was a fraught and 
frowned upon practice.   One of the ways in which my informants suggested that I deal with 
these institutional roadblocks was to “always check” Guyana’s National Archives (GNA) just in 
case an official document made its way into circulation.        
 It was in the GNA that the links between these varying sites of expertise, alongside their 
contested political claims became tangible instead of silenced.  This was the case if only because 
many of the documents I relied on--particularly engineering and agricultural work reports--were 
often “miscataloged” or redundant in government ministries’ subject-boxes.  I relied heavily on 
reports catalogued as: engineering ordinances, Combined Court Reports, and blueprints as well 
as the local natural history journal Timehri.  The documents covered a broad period from the 
late-1880s into the 1980s with the clear majority representing the early-20
th
 century.  The gaps in 
earlier periods and later periods, according to archivists, were due as much to the different 
ministries’ ad hoc commitments to archiving as to multiple fires and floods over the years that 
have ruined collections.  I did not go to Guyana thinking that I would be so heavily reliant on 
archival sources.  Admittedly, finding as well as writing about these histories into my 
dissertation was a deductive endeavor.        
 The stories recounted to me by governmental officials as well as the ones I read in the 
margins of blueprints about landowners’ disputes over the leveling of a canal or a property 





tracking the overlapping ways government officials talked about property, climate adaptation, 
and climate change.  But I realized that through their very labor they were also reproducing and 
qualifying talk about what constituted citizenship.  The stakes involved in tracking this talk was, 
thus, deeply embedded in the everyday life of many Guyanese citizens I knew who participated 
in climate adaptation projects.           
 Many of these people live along the coast, particularly in Sophia, a squatter town on the 
outskirts of Georgetown and Mahaica, a cash crop farming community located near the EDWC.  
The community advocacy around climate change and property in both areas involved a particular 
type of labor that was less demonstrative of claims about rights than about expertise.  I tracked 
community members’ entanglements and dependencies as much as their ambivalence towards 
state authorities working in their backyards.  These entanglements and dependencies led me 
outside of the rather organized and institutional sites of community meetings and civic science 
dedicated to climate adaptation.  The majority of my time with residents in Sophia and Mahaica 
included meals, liming (passing time)--on the sides of roads, kokers, and seawalls, cricket and 
soccer matches, religious services, farming, wood carving, and holiday events.  During my time 
in the field, many of my informants never experienced tangible changes in land reform and 
irrigation and drainage service by participating in climate adaptation projects.  Nevertheless, 
their participation did index the constitution of a new sensibility and attention to climate change 
and the varying types of vulnerability that it entails in Guyana.     
 The dissertation consists of six chapters.   Each chapter works through an example of 
how a politics of vulnerability unfolds in coastal Guyana.  Engineers, state bureaucrats, and 
residents of Sophia and Mahaica describe how their experiences participating in climate 





vulnerability.   The chapters pull the reader in different directions.  I do not offer a linear history 
about the unfolding of Guyanese citizenship, engineering, racial politics or the environment.  
Rather, each chapter is a window onto a different site of what counts as citizenship and 
vulnerability to climate change and how they are negotiated in post-disaster Guyana.  Each 
chapter works through different moments and sites where Guyanese have been hailed by others 
(usually the state, media, scientists, engineers, or NGOs) or have decided for themselves to think 
about climate adaptation in their everyday lives.  It is my hope that by presenting chapters in this 
way that the reader gets a sense of how the 2005 disaster in Guyana was not a “singular” event. 
But rather, an experience that reconfigured the Guyanese public sphere and the ways people 
could think about climate change as a phenomenon that cuts across varying scales, sites, and 
temporalities, and ways of being and living in the world.        
 Chapter 1, “Reconstructing the Citizen,” details the events that surrounded the 2005 
disaster and its aftermath.  It lays the groundwork for the rest of the dissertation through an 
examination of how climate change has reconfigured the terms of citizenship and expertise in 
Guyana.  In this respect, climate change has had contradictory effects on security and has 
enacted a sort of space for public critique and humor about ineptness.     
 Chapter 2, “The Labor of Vulnerability,” grounds the objectives of Guyana’s climate 
adaptation projects around a genealogy of postcolonial socialist and liberal democratic racial-
populist narratives about emancipation and property.  I argue that understanding these narratives 
involves taking into account how vulnerability counts as a form of “affective labor” throughout 
Guyana’s history.  The history I narrate in this chapter is culled primarily from histories of 
coastal labor and property regimes (Adamson 1973; Rodney 1981), histories of racial party 





GNA.  I have also supplemented these written records with oral histories of vulnerability 
narrated by squatters and landowners who have lived on the outskirts of Georgetown since the 
Burnham-era.  Together, these sources provide an historical framework for a politics of 
vulnerability in Guyana as well as to situate contemporary struggles over land reform and 
expertise.             
 Chapter 3, “Secular Tides,” analyzes the ways in which Hindu knowledge about rivers 
has been secularized to support state-sponsored engineering in the postsocialist era.  This project 
of secularization, I argue, highlights how citizens critique the failure(s) of property reform 
throughout Guyana’s history.  I detail how these critiques inform contestations about the 
distinction between “legible” and “illegible” customary land practices that the state uses to 
inform climate adaptation.  We are witness to talk about “multicultural science” through these 
politicized performances of expertise and religious ritual.   Chapter 4, “Muddied Facts,” details 
the relationship between an ethics of failure and climate change.  It examines the political 
struggles that ensue in community-consultations over the evictions of residents by the state for 
the construction of canals.  I argue that these struggles are the grounds for the support of 
alternative epistemologies about property rights and the common good in the wake of climate 
change.            
 Chapter 5, “Protecting the Archive,” asks how a politics of vulnerability might not only 
be articulated but embodied. In this chapter I take the disputes over common property between 
beekeepers and engineers to build sea defenses as a way to think about how landscape is itself an 
archive that needs to be protected in order to write histories about climate change.  Chapter 6, 
“Green Aesthetics,” examines what it means to translate the material value of land into a cultural 





tourism amongst urban Rastas who feel alienated from the new industry.  The chapter cuts across 
diverse sites of green tourism--protected areas, trash art installations, and the Georgetown 
seawall.  It considers to what extent tourism debates about the inherent links between cultural 
property and material property are relevant in-light of discourses about ‘uncertainty’ that frame 




























CHAPTER 1: RECONSTRUCTING THE CITIZEN        
                                                     
dem dey in dem wet wet house                                    
wid caugh and cold and sneeze bare                     
dem cheef like wan church mouse    
through hunger and disease                        
government share dere bags around                           
all bady did the same                           
pore people fled to higher ground                   
such wait pan such broken frame. 
how much more abe gat fu face how lang go be abe
 fate fu doze  who collect taxes to keep flood from
 de coastal gate? 
dem gaze pan dem homes below   
 pani fast, all thing else prapa slow.   
  
--Kampta Karran, “Flood 2005/Creole Sonnet”25 
 
The technicians have not concerned themselves
 with the question of cultural and social
 consequences.  Nor was that their task. 
--Ulrich Beck, “The Anthropological Shock” 
 
The disastrous floods that ravaged Guyana’s coastal plain in 2005 received scant 
international media coverage compared to other environmental disasters that occurred in the last 
decade like the Indian Ocean tsunami and Hurricane Katrina. Guyanese have attributed this lack 
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They are in the very wet houses with a cough, cold and sneeze.  They cry like an old church mouse 
through hunger and disease.  Government passed out bags everywhere and everybody else who could did 
the same.  Poor people fled to higher ground, such a burden on such a fragile people.  How much more do 
we have to face? How long must we wait for our fate for those who collect taxes to keep flood from the 
coastal gate?  They gaze at their houses below.  With the water moving plenty fast but everything else 





of interest in part to their being on the fringes of the trend in the financialization of markets that 
has occurred regionally within the past decade. This has resulted in Guyana being off of the radar 
of international media reports about the thriving ‘developing’ nation-states of the Caribbean and 
South America. Others have attributed the lack of interest to what countless international NGO 
reports describe as Guyana’s stark reality: erratic rainfall patterns due to climate change and out-
of date national engineering institutions make flooding not a preventable threat but an 
inconvenient fact of everyday Guyanese life.
26
         
 To be sure, what is implied here is that the political economy of technoscientific cultures 
are invested with a surplus of meaning about the expendability of a national citizenry. In the face 
of this expendability, Guyanese citizens are not protected from environmental disaster because 
Guyanese technoscientific institutions are not in sync with the prevailing technical practices of 
neoliberal knowledge economies. As a consequence, Guyanese citizens’ basic need for 
neoliberal interventions to manage faulty technoscience is predicated on the very assumption that 
Guyana lacks a thriving market economy to manage technoscience in the first place. Examining 
this contradictory impulse, this chapter demonstrates how the stakes over the uneven circulation 
of expert knowledge across nation-states delimits the ethical implications of citizenship under 
neoliberalism.           
 Neoliberalism is often discussed as an economic doctrine with a negative relation to 
nation-state power, decentralizing and cutting back the influence of nation-states’ social welfare 
institutions and replacing them with market-oriented policies and commandments. Many writers 
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 In Guyana’s national newspapers, editorials and letters to the editor since the 2005 disaster have 
debated the reasons for why very little action has been taken by local authorities to deal with the problem 
as a systematic “crisis” in environmental management despite the fact that there have been a number of 
international NGO reports conducted on flooding in the country.  Editorials have highlighted the 
unintended consequences of agricultural development programs over recent years that have exacerbated 
the flooding problem, redirecting the issue from one of climate change to integrating into the global 





have refined this discussion about neoliberalism, following Foucault’s analysis of 
governmentality, to highlight how it is that a technology of government recasts the relationship 
between power, self-discipline, knowledge, and sovereignty as non-ideological ‘technical’ 
practices associated with contemporary capitalism (Burchell et al., 1991; Collier and Ong 2004; 
Comaroff and Comaroff 2000; Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Harvey 2005; Stiglitz 2002; Comaroff 
and Comaroff 2000).  As Aihwa Ong (2006) argues, the consequences of this recasting do not 
play out as self-evident forms of marginalization but as calculated-technical choices on behalf of 
nation-states to preserve an ethos of social welfare while furthering the overall privatization of 
development policies or budgeting citizens’ welfare benefits as resources for sale on the market.  
 What this article highlights is that this politics of marginalization does two things. In the 
same move that it displaces assumptions about how the technocrat regulates the redistribution of 
national resources to a citizenry (Roitman 2004), it also poses interpretative debates over what it 
means to be an expert and the value that this interpretation carries in identifying who counts as a 
citizen worthy of protection from the state. I argue that competing expert economies and the 
circulation of narratives about these economies wither away citizens’ ontological rights to 
membership and inclusion in a national community. A citizen’s rights are related to whether s/he 
possesses expertise that can contribute to upholding the legitimacy and power of national 
institutions to integrate into globalized markets.
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 Here I want to emphasize what T.S. Marshall identified as the contingency between liberal citizenship 
and the administration of expertise (1992). Marshall offers a genealogical unfolding of the historical 
relationship between citizenship and technoscience in EuroAmerica, arguing that the industrial revolution 
and all the technological innovations that sprang from it spurred distinct classes and forms of expertise 
that came to frame the formation of group identities as claims for recognition of social rights.  Ultimately 
for Marshall, this trajectory of technological innovation led to the basic human equality associated with 
citizenship as inconsistent with the historical unfolding of class conflict.  It is also important to signal the 
limits of Marshall’s reading as he did not elaborate on how expertise circulates with its own sort of value 
throughout society and how it comes to signal more than the formation of class consciousness deployed 





 In an effort to offer an ethnographic view of this particular aspect of citizenship under 
neoliberalism, I trace how in Guyana state-sponsored community disaster mitigation projects 
have helped produce competing disaster narratives about the 2005 flood. By considering these 
projects, we see more clearly how citizenship is not a unitary or transferable category confided to 
the technical imperatives of neoliberal doctrine. The authority to manage disaster and 
environmental threats is unevenly distributed throughout society as are the counter-practices of 
citizenship that utilize state-sponsored expertise to challenge institutional disaster narratives. The 
stakes of these counter-practices are critical, as Guyanese are readily aware of given how flood 
events since the British colonial era have been politicized with the emancipation of slaves and 
the immigration of indentured labor placed free labor Afro-and Indo-populations in competition 
with one another over managing plantation canals along the coastal plain. This colonial legacy 
has lasted into the present, grafting itself onto the environmental policies of the Guyanese state 
since its harsh transition from socialism to neoliberalism in the late-1980s.   
 In this chapter’s account of post-disaster Guyana, these legacies inform how institutional 
practices of engineering like classifications of rainfall variability and soil along with modeling 
and constructing canals and dams link up with popular culture such as newspapers, books, and 
forms of humor that are identified with Guyanese everyday racial life. In highlighting these links, 
I am most concerned with the ways in which community disaster mitigation projects utilize these 
two contrasting elements – technoscientific culture and popular culture – to hierarchize some 
citizens as possessing more expertise about floods than others because of their race. Guyana’s 
national racial context under neoliberalism emphasizes how the discourses of transparency, 
objectivity, formality, and accountability that expertise purports do not necessarily address the 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
circulation that expert knowledge entail as resulting in a particular and historically contingent approach to 
the problem of citizenship in Guyana.  Nonetheless, Marshall’s approach to the conditions of possibility 





crises they are meant to avert. For this reason, I read these discourses as addressing the counter-
practices of citizenship that critique categories about risk that are so central to engineering 
sciences. Once in circulation, these competing categories about risk constitute a distinctive 
regime of knowledge about neoliberalism itself and the problems of subjection and (in)discipline 
that frame the chances of a citizen’s survival after disaster and into the future.  
 In developing the argument I have sketched above, I first discuss the global stakes 
involved in examining the relationship between expertise and citizenship, as well as its 
reconfiguration in post-disaster national contexts. I then outline the shifts in regimes of Guyanese 
citizenship and expertise under colonial-Atlantic entrepôt, socialist modernization, and neoliberal 
marketization. Using this genealogy as a frame of reference, I examine how engineering and 
climate sciences were deployed by the state to narrate the 2005 disaster. I then trace how this 
knowledge created the conditions for the national investment in community disaster mitigation 
projects that explicitly idealize Guyana’s history of racial democracy through contemplation of 
disaster and the nation’s destruction. I ask how these projects are invested in the creation of an 
expert citizen who is necessary for the production of expertise about floods precisely because of 
their varying commitments to the ideal of racial-political community. I conclude by reflecting on 
how the aesthetic form of disaster narratives relies on technoscience to sustain claims about the 
relationship between expertise and the modern citizen. 
Expert Economies and the Social Contract       
 The Guyanese state’s turn to community disaster mitigation projects reflects trends 
throughout both developing and EuroAmerican contexts alike wherein states encouraged more 
participatory technoscience for the governance of disaster as a response to the “legitimating 





Chernobyl and Bhopal stand in as events of that period when technoscience was deliberately 
employed to mitigate environmental and health risks as well as to educate citizens, transitioning 
their bodies and everyday life to the pace of neoliberal markets (Petryna 2002; Fortun 2001; 
Schwartz 2006; Das 1995).  Since then, many writers have described how “disaster capitalism” 
(Klein 2008; Gunewardena et al. 2008) is a new phase that the contemporary world has entered.  
This new phase demonstrates that post-disaster scenarios are treated as sites for neoliberal 
market reform, economic and political crisis is necessary for the long-term “success” of 
reconstruction efforts themselves (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999; Bankoff 2002; Beck 1992).  
In these cases, reconstruction efforts encourage citizens to engage with technoscience as both a 
means to manage systemic political and economic crisis along with recognizing technoscience as 
representing a material form of citizenship itself (Lakoff and Collier 2008; Somers 2008 ).
 The distinctiveness of the strand of work on participatory technoscience that I draw on 
most is on the work  outlining a contrast between different ways of talking about the nature of 
social welfare that is associated with the distribution of expertise (Mitchell 2002; Leach et al. 
2005; Brown 2009; Durant 2011).  For example, when discussing technical solutions for 
addressing Hurricane Katrina critics have charged that participatory technoscience has displaced 
risk as another political issue that is managed as an appraisal of effective democratic institutions 
as opposed to the protection of community life itself.   Thus, acknowledging its inherent appeals 
to liberal models of governance, scholarly and political debates about participatory technoscience 
have been reframed from “how can they be made to be more inclusive” to “what are their limits 
as a model for governance” (Irwin 2001; Callon et al. 2011).      
 Shelia Jassanoff (2003) views participatory technoscience as “social contracts” between 





known instead of unknown risks that “produce overconfidence in the accuracy and the picture 
produced” (16) and so the expertise that governing institutions actually possess as well.  In so 
doing, risk itself becomes a sociological category that is a stand-in index of how effective social 
welfare is within a given society.  Managing groups and not individuals, at best these categories 
of risk enact better ways to implement normative decision-making processes rather than the 
redistribution of operative expertise.        
 This is another way to suggest that the social contract that expertise enacts is a “moving 
target of sorts” (Hacking 2006), morphing into a different type of agreement depending on how 
and when technoscience or technological objects simply fail to mitigate risk. This is precisely the 
concern that the Guyanese poet Kampa Karran addresses in the sonnet that opens this chapter.  
“such wait pan such broken frame how lang go be abe face fu doze who collect taxes to keep 
flood from de coastal gate?  dem gaze pan dem homes below.  pani fast, all thing else prapa 
slow.” The black humor in Karran’s sonnet is complicated in that it not only measures the 
destructive force of the flood on citizens’ rights but it also illustrates how citizenship is 
contingent on the state directing the uneven circulation of expertise across private and public 
contexts.    For Karran, this distribution seemingly sutures a common identification of 
technoscientific ‘failure’ with a lack of democratic representation, holding the belief that a 
principle of a citizenry with a unified ‘we’ is realized when experts work to alleviate group 
vulnerability to technocratic crisis.  It is in these moments of failure where we find that particular 
features of national popular culture, ideas about inclusion and exclusion, and consumption 
practices help account for the unanticipated differences of citizenship.                 





 In mid-January 2005, the coastal region of Guyana experienced a period of extreme 
rainfall.  Days after the rainfall subsided, the EDWC overflowed, leading to prolonged flooding 
in nearby rural and urban areas.  The canals throughout the coastal area were insufficient to 
manage the massive amount of rainfall and water flowing from the EDWC.  The floods killed 
thirty-four, displaced over one-third of Guyana’s population, and halted its plantation economy 
for approximately three months.  Government reports on the disaster mainly focused on the 
technological dysfunction that characterized the event.  According to one official report, “The 
Guyana floods of 2005 [and the subsequent floods of 2006] showed that the drainage system is 
insufficient to discharge all the water [from the EDWC] in case of excessive rainfall.”  The 
emergency works engineers provided during the disaster offered only a “temporary respite” 
(Kirby et al. 2006: iii) for the coast.          
 The ‘emergency works’ the report refers to primarily involved engineers building 
makeshift dams adjacent to the EDWC and clearing debris--mostly garbage, trees, and dead 
animals--from canals and the heads of dams.   During the disaster, head officials from relevant 
government ministries met daily at a command center in the national capital of Georgetown to 
strategize with civil engineers about where along the coast immediate action needed to be taken 
to stop flooding.  Their interventions were complicated by the fact that they did not know the 
exact water storage and runoff capacities of many canals.  This lack of information was 
supplemented by weather forecasts to estimate where it made the most sense for engineers to 
divert water from areas already severely flooded.        
 An overwhelming number of reconstruction efforts since the disaster have focused on 
repairing broken dams and canals adjacent to the EDWC.  However, because the government  





dams and canals (2006) until fairly recently, the reconstruction has been contingent on the 
foreign resources and expertise that came immediately after the disaster.  This short-term 
dependency led a handful of outside observers such as the UNDP to agree with the 
apprehensions of many Guyanese that the government’s emergency works were a reactive 
approach that were far from a coherent and integrated action plan that could effectively protect 
citizens and their livelihoods from disaster. Many people claim that during the disaster an 
official announcement from the government about the severity of the flooding came too late--at 
least a week after officials were already well aware that water was overflowing from the EDWC.  
Government officials continued to simply issue daily reports about how the coast was 
experiencing heavier than average rainfall.  As water kept rising, rumors began to spread.  Many 
people feared that the EDWC was slowly collapsing or leaking, while others surmised that the 
whole coastline was sinking, while still others feared that the government was purposely 
flooding the coast to round-up criminals who were believed to be hiding out in coastal bush.  But 
as the flood waters slowly drained out of the urban areas near Georgetown, rumors began to 
subside and facts began to surface.        
 Other than government officials, the few people who had vehicles and resources to return 
to work in Georgetown were primarily journalists.  Reports from journalists moving between 
Georgetown and rural areas were critically important as government officials provided people 
with updates about the physical conditions of inundated areas and the EDWC.  The journalists 
told stories of people paddling through their neighborhoods in refrigerators to retrieve relief 
supplies, people navigating chest deep water to receive food rations, pieces of broken dams 
floating in canals, death from leptospirosis, and the submergence of homes in water to their 
rooftops.
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 These reports supported those produced by an ad hoc local environmental organization 
Guyana Citizen’s Initiative formed during the disaster as a result of the sense of chaos and 
ineptness that characterized the government’s management of the disaster.  As the flood waters 
lingered, those who I call rogue civil engineers-- people now retired or once-loyal bureaucrats 
under Burnham--began to speak out.  They offered interviews, editorials, and Letters to the 
Editor in newspapers about the technological characteristics of the EDWC and alternative 
hypotheses about why the coast was flooding.  Among the numerous articles, arguments 
addressed topics such as descriptions of the engineering techniques used to build the EDWC in 
the mid-1800s, the mechanical specificities of how and when to open the EDWC’s gates to 
release water, and the mineral composition of the soil that lined the EDWC.
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   There were many 
occasions where government officials vehemently denied such data or countered it by claiming 
that they were merely rumors.  Dense, technical descriptions of polluted soils and waterways and 
broken, abandoned dams and canals were used by the public as foils to describe the government 
itself as being in a state of disaster.  Flooding was viewed as merely symptomatic of a much 
larger and pernicious problem: racial-political clientelism.        
 A noted newspaper editor explained exactly what hazard allowed Guyana to be 
vulnerable to disaster. Guyana is a ‘vacuum of information’:   
                                                                                                                                                                                           
the most urgent issue to address, about 150,000 people living in homes located near the EDWC were 
suspected to be at the highest risk of infection. However, similar to the other emergency rationing of relief 
supplies that took place government officials’ distribution of medication and testing for the disease was 
stagnant.  Most of the early testing was done at public hospitals in Georgetown, again leaving the 




 Many of these hypotheses lingered on asking questions about why further precautions had not been 
taken to manage the peat soils (locally known as “pegasse”) that make up the structure of the EDWC.  
Pegasse, as it has been debated, is the “natural” cause for the instability and therefore leakage of water for 
the EDWC.  Although final governmental studies of the disaster concluded that flooding was not caused 
by the EDWC leaking, plans by the government have still forged ahead since 2005 to line sections of the 
EDWC and canals adjacent to it with geotextiles (semi-permeable plastic materials) to manage the 





We lack the engineering capacity within bureaucracy…the institutional memory in 
relation to the management of drainage…and the administrative capability to 
conceptualize complex problems…Given that, and given the scale of the crisis, the 
government should be past worrying whether a particular engineer worked for the PNC 
administration times, or whether he can be regarded as ‘loyal’ (Persaud 2005: 6).   
 
The government’s elaborate division of labor and its explicit and implicit rules of bureaucracy 
(Weber 2007) had on the one hand, contributed to disaster while created a space in which 
expertise was open for interpretation.         
 While people readily wrote to the popular media with statistics and hypotheses to 
disprove the state’s assessment of the disaster, this public dissention was nevertheless 
strategically re-appropriated by government officials to manage the disaster itself.  For example, 
countless meetings between rogue engineers and government officials occurred daily at the 
national disaster command center in Georgetown.  The rogue engineers either eventually 
volunteered their time unsolicited or were contacted directly by government officials of all ranks 
for their support.  A number of the government reports recorded during those sessions describe 
how there were many debates between officials that focused on whether or not it was effective 
for engineers to use rainfall data to plot predications about the rate at which flood waters would 
retreat from certain areas along the coast.  With only scant access to accurate historical records 
of rainfall and the average rates of water storage capacities of canals, predictions about when the 
flood waters would recede were limited.  In hindsight, many engineers described the meetings as 
frantic and fraught, hodgepodge attempts to combine the knowledge and efforts of a variety of 
experts.             
 All the while, the general public received updates about the security of the EDWC 
through the media with such phrases as: “below supply level” or at a “safe level.”  Language 





engineering and hydrological science.  These bureaucratic classifications, categorizing the safety 
as opposed to the technological conditions of the EDWC, overtly revealed how technoscientific 
knowledge could be used to extend national security into legal domains in order to manage 
varying populations around disaster.   Government officials’ reliance on rogue expertise along 
with institutional expertise in mobilizing national security, affirmed the rather ambiguous 
relationship between governance and bureaucratic duty (Heyman 1995).  This relationship 
characterized the production and distribution of technoscientific knowledge as being as much a 
statement about an ethics of citizenship as a statement about the limits of sovereign power.   
 The competing and seemingly inaccurate public warning circulated during the disaster by 
the media and government, raises the question about the sorts of ethical claims about expertise 
that disaster narratives come to stand-in as facts or representations of expert practice itself.  
Governmental bureaucracies are one of the many sites where expertise about risk travels as a 
metaphor about the social contract between the citizens and the state.  But the extent to which 
understanding the relationship between citizenship, expertise, and bureaucracy creates conditions 
about upholding the social contract is not merely about analyzing who possesses more valid 
knowledge or more technical know-how than others.  It also provides the opportunity to ask how 
governmental bureaucracies deploy knowledge to distribute welfare to citizens across space and 
time.             
 A number of NGO reports confirm that during the disaster government officials 
inequitably distributed disaster relief between communities--primarily in the form of relief 
baskets which included a small sum of money, food, mattresses, and bleach for cleaning.  As a 
number of governmental officials reported to me, they were amazed by the fact that President 





relief items were to be distributed.  As a governmental official explained, “[Despite the 
widespread knowledge that the situation was dire all over] Food and relief items were being 
dropped in the yard of the President’s house and he told subordinates where the goods were to 
go…and not…”  Likewise, the state’s reconstruction policy did not involve a national 
compensation policy other than the notable exception of compensation distributed to farmers.  
 Farmers were identified by the government as a population that needed compensation 
because their damages were direct losses at both the domestic level--food, shelter, basic 
amenities, and the economic level--wages, labor, crops, livestock, and arable land.  A number of 
farmers received compensation in the form of agricultural supplies such as seeds, fertilizer, 
poultry, and small livestock.  But farmers, particularly those who live near the EDWC, 
repeatedly expressed to me that the compensation was minimal because it was only enough to 
account for what was to have been their projected loss in production for those three months 
during the disaster.  These provisions failed to account for the extra labor and resources needed 
to begin to farm again on land and in an economy that they now deemed more risky and 
unpredictable than ever.
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 A bureaucratic context where governmental officials were ambiguous about the effects of 
higher than average rainfall on the functional capabilities of the EDWC--was the water from the 
EDWC leaking or overflowing?-- provided leverage for the state to explain to the Guyanese 
public that natural forces and not technological malfunction was the cause of the disaster.  The 
circulation of dueling images of the EDWC saturated the public sphere, blurring the distinctions 
between scientific, fictional, and popular disaster narratives.       
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I interviewed a number of farmers who were now skeptical of the post-disaster agricultural development 
projects that tried to have them experiment with new crops in order to not be so dependent on a particular 
yield and market, making them less vulnerable to flood events.  The farmers were suggesting that there is 
a particular correlation of practices as much as particular categories of risk that informed their critiques of 





 Since the 2005 disaster, along with EU, World Bank, and UN-supported engineering 
projects to fix the EDWC, the government has invested in creating community disaster 
mitigation projects.   Through these projects, people are educated about how to better manage 
canals and dams and about the flood risks associated with climate change in their communities.  
Relying on peoples’ narratives about the historical, political, and cultural dynamics of flood 
events, these projects have focused on channeling environmental and technoscientific statistics 
about floods and climate change around a larger sociopolitical arrangement of expectations about 
what it means to be a citizen.  Citizens are to become experts themselves, knowledgeable enough 
to cover for the state’s shortcomings but dependent enough on the state’s financial and material 
resources to conform to normative and institutional notions of what an expert and expertise 
encompass. 
The Nation’s Future Destruction 
 “It’s hard for us to find high land for cash crops because they [the state] give it to rice 
farmers.  I’m affected more by this than my grandparents ever were by the EDWC.” Clearly 
enunciated, Thomas’ voice echoed off stone walls and meticulously lined desks in a community 
hall.  Thomas is a farmer from a small village just a few short miles in front of the EDWC.  I 
knew Thomas from months before, when I first arrived on reconnaissance meetings to make 
contacts with local community leaders willing to round-up and convince residents of the area to 
work with the Civil Defense Commission (CDC), a branch of the Ministry of Defense.  The 
CDC, along with the Guyana Red Cross, heads one of two national projects that are working to 
bureaucratically restructure the way that communities receive and use government resources to 
manage flood hazards.  In particular, the CDC wants to help communities, especially those 





how to protect the structural integrity of roads, canals, and river embankments through their 
everyday activities such as farming and herding.  Despite having left the reconnaissance 
meetings with bundles of complementary gifts--watermelon, bora, and plantains--CDC officials 
warned me not to be fooled about the attendees’ commitments, “We can’t convince them.  They 
can only convince themselves.”              
 Along with Thomas, there were nearly three dozen men, women, and children from a 
predominately Indo-Guyanese village of farmers, teachers, and home caretakers, waiting to meet 
with governmental officials from the CDC.  An Indo-Guyanese colonel with an almost entirely 
Afro-Guyanese staff represented the CDC.
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   The colonel began his presentation by explaining 
the importance of residents’ commitments to the program.  He noted that their participation was 
essential because no matter how accurate climate science may be, the unpredictable character of 
weather patterns makes it nearly impossible for the government to always effectively intervene 
and stop a flood or drought event from transforming into a disaster.      
 Using Guyana’s 1998 El Niño event as a case in point, the colonel noted that even when 
they have knowledge of a possible threat, the art of governing floods cannot always be 
guaranteed.  Ensuring that the government was up-to-date on securing the most reliable climate 
and weather data, he quoted national meteorological statistics which described that since the 
2005 disaster, the coast has experienced rainy seasons with a pattern of shorter but more intense 
rainfall events.  The colonel followed with a long list of facts about how these types of rainfall 
events affect the drainage of canals and waterways.  This change in weather patterns, so he 
suggested, has been so significant to the CDC’s management of floods that a new national 
security strategy was needed:  a strategy in which citizens collaborate with the government and 
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 For further discussion about the relationship between nongovernmental projects to manage floods and 





become active defenders of the nation’s floodplain against climate change.    
 What was striking about this provocation was the ways in which the colonel 
contextualized the rationale for citizen action as a means to contribute to the national transition 
to a “low-carbon” economy or LCDS.  Outlining the destruction that could characterize the coast 
if action was not taken, the colonel described flooding as a technical problem that the state was 
looking to manage, primarily with investments in carbon credits and sustainable forestry.  While 
not directly reaping the benefits of these economic investments, the citizen would aid the state in 
spending less on flood mitigation projects through their effort to take responsibility for their 
backyards and their neighbors.  The pamphlets distributed during the meeting included images 
such as garbage-filled trenches and flooded homes on stilts as a way to explain how citizens’ 
irresponsibility could contribute to the nation’s future destruction.          
 By equating activities that involved imagining the physical destruction of the nation with 
citizens’ everyday use of public space, the colonel’s doctrine mirrors what Joseph Masco (2008), 
writing about the American Cold War Era and the threat of the bomb, calls a “formidable public 
ritual--a core act of governance, technoscientific practice, and democratic participation” (362) to 
manage the public as part and parcel of a national security-complex.  The American government 
building a national psychology around the images of the death and ruin that the bomb could 
insight created a “citizen-state relationship mediated by nuclear fear.”  In the case of climate 
change and flooding in Guyana, a citizen-state relationship mediated by climatic fear is managed 
through the everyday routine of citizens taking care of their own backyard--by unclogging 
trenches, leveling uneven soil, disposing of trash.  Such work becomes a practice of expertise 
itself, contributing to the functional capacity of the canal network.      





infrastructure--such as canals, dams, sustainable logging zones, and protected areas--was a way a 
jumpstart Guyana into a “climate resilient” economy by decreasing the occurrence of major 
flood events.   Noted in a draft statement of the LCDS, climate resilience in Guyana refers 
specifically to: “Recent research estimate[ing] that a 1 percent loss in forest cover will result in a 
0.4 percent to 2.8 percent increase in frequency of a catastrophic flood…[similar to the] 
catastrophic flood in 2005--that cost Guyana 59 percent of its 2005 GDP--[the UN] estimates 
approximately US$450 million in GDP loss from such a [future] flood” (Office of the President 
42).  The statistics are meant to be striking and blunt--a clear affirmation that national security 
strategies now have to adapt the conception of disaster expertise to include the citizen as a 
measure of flood mitigation in order to sustain the nation’s now seemingly permanent disaster 
time economy.            
 Months prior to the official inauguration of LCDS, the CDC became responsible for 
creating a National Disaster Plan that outlined how the nation could ‘cope with the consequences 
of climate change and sea level rise’ on the ‘adaptive capacities of  local communities.’  In 
linking climate change with community adaptive potential, for the most part the CDC 
reformulated the pre-2005 logic of national security by relocating disaster expertise from 
primarily the realm of central government to the capacities of the average citizen.  Mixing idioms 
of climate resilience and national security, the new logic that the CDC looked to implement 
involved enfolding humans and technology around a single frame of reference about the 
unpredictability of future events as opposed to the science of predictable risks (Lakoff 2008).  As 
the above excerpt from the LCDS document demonstrates, in the case of flooding along the 
coast, governmental officials are adamant that another disastrous flood will strike, but questions 





Disaster Models           
 The CDC began its work with the revision of a 1985 National Disaster Plan.  Penned 
during Guyana’s socialist transition, the document emphasized the importance of outlining the 
‘decentralized’ roles and responsibilities of officials in government ministries during disastrous 
events.  A hierarchy of functions was laid out in the 1985 plan, describing how government 
officials had to request permission from the Office of the President to legally act in the name of 
disaster.   And yet, although the intention of this plan was meant to replicate a democratic model 
of decision making, the constitutional authority granted to government officials in the 1985 plan 
is a double bind of sorts.  The legal procedures that were followed during the 2005 disaster 
illustrate this as a case in point.        
 The Minister of Agriculture was required to report to President Jagdeo before deciding 
whether or not to open gates to the dams of the EDWC when they expected water to pass supply 
level.  Gates were eventually opened after executive orders were granted despite the Office of the 
President having had limited consultation with local government authorities about the timing and 
location of the release of water from the EDWC.  The release nevertheless purportedly saved the 
entire coast at the expense of severely flooding out a handful of areas neighboring the EDWC.   
While the 1985 plan offered strategic measures for a top-down democratic approach to managing 
the 2005 disaster, it did so by reifying expertise as a thing with an inherent democratic value 
itself that exists beyond actual democratic participation.  And yet, this is not to say that the sorts 
of constitutional mandates written into the 1985 National Disaster Plan or performed by 
engineers and President Jagdeo in 2005 are strikingly different from those that have generally 
characterized other disasters (i.e. the management of levees during Hurricane Katrina or the 





environmental justice disputes in supposedly “stable democratic” contexts where expertise is 
valorized in favor of the ‘political demands’ of varying actors (Lynch 2007).      
 While I am arguing that this view is part and parcel of the 2005 (post)disaster analysis, it 
has the tendency, following Timothy Choy (2005), to “demand a ‘locally appropriate’ theoretical 
technology...” (15) that is distinct from the production of expertise itself.   In other words, to 
provide an analysis that merely emphasizes how expertise is inherently a homogenizing 
neoliberal logic discursively distinct from local politics reaffirms the idea that those citizens who 
do not have access to expert knowledge are always already incommensurable with the ideals of 
democratic citizenship.          
 Against this view, I find it productive to not interpret disaster policy such as Guyana’s 
National Disaster Plan, as a mere substantiation of neoliberal doctrine but as recuperating a 
notion of the citizen as an expert performing democratic engagement.   To regard disaster policy 
and law this way makes room for anthropology to push beyond analyses about the “social 
construction” or “scientization” of disaster or of the “exploitative” or “corrupt” institutions that 
disaster capitalism (re)produces.  It puts anthropology in the position to ask: How does the very 
performance and production of expertise qualify citizenship and on the other, mark the value of a 
citizen? 
Expertise’s Limits             
 Guyana’s revised National Disaster Plan has been predominately informed by the 
technical advice of disaster experts from Japan, or, as one CDC official explained to me, a 
purportedly “Japanese tradition” of risk and hazard analysis.  “They have an island [culture] like 
us…many floods…sea-level rise…they know...If we cannot get a Caribbean we [want] them.”  





repeated in varying registers to me to explain the scientific integrity of the risk and damage 
assessment surveys the CDC officials were using to inform the revised National Disaster Plan.  A 
member of the CDC who was trained with Japanese disaster experts relied on an archive of 
documents from his training sessions to create risk and damage assessment surveys for the CDC.  
The archive has detailed documents that outline theoretical discussions as well as how-to guides 
about negotiating the technical and scientific aspirations of disaster work and the cultural 
idiosyncrasies that might surface when a nation is under duress.  For example, during a training 
session retreat in Japan, a CDC official was given the English-translated article “Natural 
Disasters and National Securities” (1934) written by the internationally revered Japanese 
physicist, cultural critic, and author Torakiko Terada.        
 In the article, Terada argues that it should be expected that even within a nation, citizens 
have different beliefs--from “supernatural”, to “mystic”, to “scientific”--that are used to explain 
the cause of a disaster.  These ‘competing’ psychic cultural models of disaster are not so much in 
conflict with one another or even necessarily a threat to national security, Terada explains.  
Rather, the national security threat lies in the government’s failure to assign responsibilities to 
these citizens in times of crisis who, Terada assumes, have different but complementary 
capabilities to aid in the (re)generation of the nation-state.  It is the responsibility of the 
government to ensure that even when the nation is “cut into two halves” by the damage of a 
natural disaster that “each half has no problem staying alive” (2).      
 Perhaps because Terada is writing on the eve of Japan’s worst national disaster, he 
repeatedly reminds the reader that floods, earthquakes, and typhoons are the worst types of 
disasters a nation can experience to its cultural integrity, even more so than a foreign invasion.  





environment, putting them in a position where they have culturally progressed to learn to 
“function” together as a “network of nerves and veins of a highly-evolved creature” (2).  Thus, 
when a ‘natural’ disaster hits, it does much more than physical damage to a nation, it also 
damages its’ pride.  By envisioning Japanese society in times of disaster as a “severe[ly] 
malfunction[ing] nervous system”, Terada locates the ‘real’ shock of disaster not in the physical 
damage that a disaster can do to people or infrastructure but to the cultural breakdown and 
conflict it can inflict on its varying populations.        
 To avert the shocks Terada describes, CDC officials have created risk and damage 
assessment surveys to better understand the characteristics of environmental hazards that still 
linger in communities that were severely hit by the 2005 disaster.  For example, the assessments 
categorize the type of environmental hazards located in the community against the number and 
kinds of ‘pooled’ community resources available to mitigate floods.   As a mechanism to gauge 
the threat of social conflict through material signs, the risk and disaster assessments situate 
everyday life around the availability of material resources and the different ways in which people 
may use them.             
 “They just come in here…they don’t line our pockets [for what we tell them or go 
through on a daily basis] only during disaster time they give you a line...some kind of 
seed…fertilizer to help you out.” Thomas reminded me of his periodic “payoff” from 
government officials, days after the CDC meeting I attended with him.  He described how 
engineers have come in since the 2005 disaster to build embankments along a nearby river to 
stop it from flooding.  But Thomas insisted that the work is not sufficient:   
They are wasting time putting in big kokers
32
 that will cause a problem…the water will
 drip too much…the pressure of the water is going rip out the koker and push it into the
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 river…I told them to watch what it…and guess what happened?  It happened…just
 right after the disaster when they built-up the embankment [it flooded again]…bigger
 than last time.  How will this CDC stuff help? I don’t know…People during the flood had
 little money to buy food…for this for that…but there’s [big] money for the
 embankment…the embankment is a good idea but they don’t listen to us…you give
 people GY$3,000 for a disaster…I can’t buy anything with that…what am I 
 supposed to do...when they come in and build a bad koker and tell me that they are taking
 care of me… 
 
Thomas derived his critique of the CDC as much from his experiences working with civil 
engineers as from the unspoken assumptions that framed those experiences.  “Lining his pocket,” 
described less an expected bribe from government officials for his continued efforts to help 
government officials than a necessary compensation for having been repeatedly flooded out of 
his home since the 2005 disaster.  Although there is no existing census that offers a statistical 
description of the political breakdown by race of Guyana’s population, it is commonly held 
belief that the PPP’s primary voting bloc are Indo-Guyanese, particularly farmers and rural 
dwellers like Thomas, who have seemingly upheld the party through national elections even 
through times of repeated disastrous flooding.  That the PPP can seemingly rely without question 
on the rural Indo-Guyanese vote means that Thomas’ expertise can be taken for granted by 
government officials precisely when it is needed the most.       
 As Thomas described, one day he is begging government officials to take his advice so 
that his field does not flood and the next day he finds them in his field ready to dig and recording 
his advice in their logbooks.  Thomas was not unlike many others in his village who admitted to 
me that they vote for the same party, no matter flood or drought.  The uncertainty of 
environmental risk is made more certain through a familiar vote.  Thomas chastised me on many 
occasions that to view this sort of political allegiance as paradoxical given the environmental 
risks, was to “play with fire.”  So he saw it, not sticking with a familiar vote was a risk itself 





 In other words, Thomas’ complicity in the production of the CDC’s expert knowledge 
about floods cannot be reduced to race but to the fact that the objective of expertise is as much to 
produce a field of hierarchical knowledge as it is to make identity appear as if it is already 
inclusive within the production of  expert knowledge itself.  The consequence of this is that 
Guyanese find themselves having to claim some sort of knowledge about flood hazards or flood 
events in order to be identified as citizens deserving of protection from the state.     
 This paradox--that disaster economies sustain themselves through the reproduction of 
their own excesses and limits, echoes what anthropologists of disaster such as Ravi Rajan (2002), 
have described as the phenomenon of “missing expertise” “wherein the production of the 
potential for risk is not matched by a concomitant creation of expertise and institutions” to 
manage citizens.  Reacting to government officials, Thomas has turned his sights to other 
matters, diversifying his crops so that his yield can become more resilient to the constant 
flooding he experiences in his field.  “Now I plant bora, watermelon, peppa...if you stick to one 
crop you won’t survive.”  Thomas proposes to defend his livelihood less by viewing CDC 
measures as a necessary plan for survival than as viewing farming as a creative and critical tool 
to rework disaster politics.  His expertise cuts across conflicting planes, informing a politics of 
vulnerability and race that has created a humility that indexes the political insecurity of race even 
in times of relative security. “I keep farming changing pace, making improvements…so it matter 
less what they do [and don’t do]…”   
Comic Relief          
 Although the CDC is arguably the most influential organization left in Guyana that works 
consistently with communities in flood mitigation efforts, in the immediate years following the 





2009 OxFam had a branch office in Georgetown.   One of the organization’s goals was to 
implement and write a flood vulnerability assessment of Guyana’s coastal region.  A central 
component of this work (similar to what I have described of the CDC) involved providing 
citizens with pamphlets, particularly a comic called Disaster Preparedness: Be Aware (OxFam, 
n.d.), that informed them of possible flood hazards in their communities (Figure I, next page).
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Although the comic ultimately failed to gain a wide audience, as I will explain below, it is 
precisely this small circulation that signaled the anxiety and tension between the state, NGO 
organizations, and citizens over just precisely what counted as an accurate and transparent 
national disaster narrative.  
The comic, written in a crude approximation of a Guyanese creole, tells of a motley crew 
of men recounting the 2005 disaster.  Quincy, Afro-Guyanese and the main protagonist, 
canvasses the neighborhood telling residents about the OxFam project.  On his way Quincy runs 
into two friends who are skeptical, one Indo-Guyanese and the other brown (presumably ‘mixed’ 
Indo-/Afro-Guyanese), who are skeptical.  As one friend contests, “Men ent got time fuh 
stupidness.  Let dem o man go learn dah” (n.d.: 2).34  But Quincy reminds his friends about the 
property he and others lost, how they had to carry their ‘pickneys’ (children) on their shoulders, 
how carrion crow pecked at diseased bodies that floated in the streets, and that everyone was 
affected by the flood waters.  “Wha would appen if deh got another flood?” (n.d.: 4)35 questions 
Quincy as he points to the backdam in their neighborhood.  His friends stare at the barren 
landscape, waiting for government relief officials, seemingly convinced that their apathy as 
much as their dependency, might again lead to disaster.  
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The comic uses both graphic animation and photography to narrate the disaster.  A 
photograph of grey water inundating a street lined with concrete buildings with steel clad doors 
and windows is enlarged and centered around smaller animated images on the first page of the 
comic.   The photograph is the only frame in the entire comic that does not recount actions taken 
by people in order to cope with the flood.  The frames that depict cartoons narrate how 
infrastructure failed and the effort people had to go through (carrying children on their backs, 
using buckets to get rid of water, etc.) to manage the flood.  In its effort to represent nature’s 
sublime overpowering the coast’s dams, roads, and canals, the photograph depicts the hubris of 
the disaster expert who thinks that s/he can manage citizens around nature’s supposedly awe-
inspiring force.  But while the comic points to how generous acts of humanity supplemented the 
shortcomings of technoscience, in privileging an image of the sublime through a photograph--a 





comic is informed by a modernization narrative about how technology aids in the making of 
citizen-state relationships and so comes to necessarily define the aestheticized politics of 
narrating (Benjamin 1969) disaster.        
 There are some notable features about the comic’s hybrid-animated form that parallel the 
debates about expertise and racial-political clientelism that saturated the public sphere during the 
disaster.  The comic book portrayal of the disaster lends itself to a depiction that can recount 
racial-political clientelism as an unintended consequence of the “natural force” of the flood 
waters and not of bureaucratic mishap.  In this view, one objective of the OxFam comic is that it 
hopes to work as an uncontroversial representation of the disaster.  Or to take a cue from Webb 
Kean’s (2009: 56) analysis of comics and social taboos: “The cartoonist must have good 
intentions about which taboos can be transgressed and which cannot” to have an effect.   This 
point is perhaps made most apparent by the dialogue in the comic since none of the characters 
employ an overt political satire, a common aesthetic form of the comic book genre (Anderson 
2006).  Rather, the comic relies on a sort of slap-stick humor about how apathetic sentiments 
compounded by a lack of common sense can be molded into expertise if managed 
appropriately.
36
           
 And yet, despite its seemingly apolitical stance, what ultimately determined the 
effectiveness of the comic’s appeal was OxFam’s inability to translate its institutional objectives 
into a language that could be easily understood by the Guyanese state.  As OxFam’s contract 
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 The publication of comics by NGOs in times of crisis and post-disaster is nothing new.  Take for 
example a soldier’s stories about a series of unfortunate events during WWII.  Between 1940 and 1943 a 
British soldier by the name of Robert Briggs drew comics.  Briggs described his time as an active soldier 
and POW in a German camp.  The cartoons were eventually smuggled out of his camp by an escaping 
officer, handed over to the Red Cross and decades later published with a major press as a graphic novel.   
Prominent themes in this comic were those about “racial conflict” as framing the conditions for his 
“discomfort” with the environment--heat, dehydration, and floods--in Algeria and other parts of the North 
Africa.  Pramod Nayer (2009) has termed this aesthetic the “Ecological Gothic” in his reading of 





with the state to complete risk and damage assessments of the 2005 disaster came to an end, the 
organization was met with hostility.  The state disagreed with their findings reports.  To add 
insult to injury, some of OxFam’s assessments were leaked in the popular media before they 
were given clearance by government officials.  The situation boiled down to the state claiming 
that OxFam failed to recognize its supposed responsibility to produce valid assessments and so, 
by default, its institutional expertise was incommensurable with Guyana’s tradition of disaster 
expertise.  The controversy played out as much as a statement of radical sovereignty on the part 
of the Guyanese state as what Maurice Blanchot (1995) insists is a particular limit to the 
narratology of disaster:       
 it is impossible…to articulate in writing what actually occurred during the disastrous
 event, and so what…can merely [be] approximat[ed] is the ‘possibility’ of writing
 [which] is linked to the ‘possibility’ of irony, [so] we understand why the one and the
 other are always disappointing: it is impossible to lay claim to either” (35).   
 
OxFam’s supposed “inaccurate” representations of the disaster created a situation where 
conventional categories of expertise broke down and so at the very least, the meaning of 
expertise became nothing more than a turn of a phrase, or merely a joke.   
But the state’s identification 
of OxFam as non-experts not only 
played out as a drama over 
defending national sovereignty in 
the face of  the “threat” of foreign 
expertise, it also shaped the way 
citizens could come to value their 
own knowledge about the coastal 
Figure II.  Richard's comic produced in 2005 





region.  Consider a former solider of Guyana’s army, Richard, who took part in the OxFam 
project by drawing his own comics (Figure II, above).  Although his comics, like the OxFam 
comics, never gained wide circulation--as he describes it they were “thrown away”, mere 
garbage to his neighbors who did not want to have to hear another thing about floods’ after what 
they experienced--his text tells a larger story about shifting political ethos and the fate of racial 
bonds under Guyana’s contemporary vision of being “climate resilient.”  Richard described to 
me that the comics are a reminder of what can happen in a context where citizens do not trust 
that their government is an expert in much.  It is an atmosphere in marked contrast to what 
Richard could remember under Guyana’s early-socialist era before its decline.   
He recounts: “the same people [Indo-Guyanese] complaining the most about the flood 
benefited under socialist policies” when the state developed the MMA Scheme to manage 
flooding for agriculture.  The scheme envisioned that small scale farmers would occupy land, be 
subsidized with large machinery, and be paid fees to offset the costs of maintaining canals (see 
Chapters 3 and 4).  The vision of the scheme was to arguably transform citizens into as much 
experts of the land as much as property-owners.  But the vision fell short, crippled by rising 
national debt and a short supply of agricultural equipment and machines.  In recalling socialist 
visions of communal prosperity and his personal callousness toward supposed racial ‘others’--
relatively well-off, Indo-Guyanese farmers--Richard speaks of communal suffering.  “We all 
suffered [at times] but we didn’t flood [like now]…everyone had a purpose.” 
 Richard views his world now as real struggle, marked by a society in which he views no 
one as an expert.  He continues, but struggles to articulate the constellations between his work 
with OxFam and the postsocialist racial order: “Blacks today suffer under the PPP….but so too 





everyone... Today the PPP takes care of no one…because of that we flood.”  The sort of 
abandonment Richard describes in the postsocialist era is not so much a general appraisal of 
what he values of the present rather than that it describes the unforeseen effects of a transition. 
The political pragmatism crucial to governing climate change in the end may leave some 
citizens--even those who play by their racial scripts--more vulnerable than others, and this is 
perhaps the point (Moore, Kosek and Pandian eds. 2003).   “I’ll tell you one thing: no one 
wanted to believe it [the disaster was caused by] heavy rainfall…because if rain did it there’d be 
no one to blame but ourselves for not finishing MMA.”        
 It is perhaps Richard’s representation of a gully in his comics that provides us with a 
theory of expertise that exceeds his nostalgic vision of a national tradition of agriculture and 
engineering that he believes Guyana once possessed.  One of Richard’s comics is comprised of 
two large colored panels focused on a drawing of a gully in his own community, Sophia, a 
multiracial, urban squatter area outside of Georgetown (see Chapter 2).  On the bottom and upper 
sides of this gully stand two men.  The man on the upper side calls to the man on the lower side, 
telling him that it is imperative that he move his house to higher ground before another flood 
hits.  The two men each stand between houses on the ridge of the gully, houses that appear to be 
sinking into the ground.  If the man moves to higher ground he will be safe, if not he will perish.  
 Richard’s characters reproduce the flood hazards that framed the conditions for the 
formation of a gully, and ultimately disaster, in the first place.  The humor in Richard using a 
gully as a comedic trope lies in its ability to call attention to the ‘social incongruous’ (Yurchak 
1997).  The men’s behavior is incongruous because they are aware of the inherent vulnerability 
they perpetuate and their concurrent pretense to use the gully to prevent disaster.  In this sense, 





1989) than he does a citational attitude toward the matter of fact-ness about expertise and its 
uneven (re)production and circulation in Guyana.  In the moment of post-disaster, where the 
gully is a place of refuge that can be managed for alternative ends, Richard’s comic represents a 
possible way in which to imagine a sort of expertise haphazardly ordering itself around 
citizenship as a practice of survival as opposed to any clear racial-politics.  
Conclusion            
 The production of expert knowledge and their sites of circulation described in this 
chapter highlight the uncertainties, ambiguities, and perils embedded within regimes of 
citizenship under neoliberalism, especially those operating in the indeterminate context of 
community disaster mitigation projects in Guyana.  These competing regimes and the circulation 
of disaster narratives about them have aided in the withering away of citizens’ ontological rights 
to membership and inclusion to national community.  Under such conditions, technical 
incompetence and corruption have flourished, provoking accusations of racism, chauvinism, and 
subjugation between the state and international aid organizations and across different racial 
populations within Guyana.  As insecurity escalated during the disaster and the months 
immediately following it, so did attempts by citizens to circumvent the authority of the state, 
often-times by out-right ridiculing or correcting its purported expertise--some of which led to 
criticism in print media through rumor, gossip, and humor.       
 The 2005 disaster was also a culmination of a constellation of practical and technical 
failures that were the unintended consequences of Guyana’s uneven transition out of socialism.  
The management of the EDWC might have been more successful during the disastrous floods 
had it been provided with a different type of constitutional mandate for how government officials 





governmental institutions operating the canal network and EDWC could have done more to 
coordinate their resources to protect citizens’ rights around the ways in which institutional 
apparatuses and bureaucracies handle the distribution and circulation of information about 
security threats rather than on what accurate data could be calculated about the disastrous event 
itself.              
 This protection was not possible because of the Guyanese state’s overly dependent 
relationship on international aid groups, rogue engineers, and citizens to manage the technical 
failures which ultimately led to the disaster.  The community disaster mitigation projects that 
have emerged since 2005 are an attempt by the state to address the shortcomings of these 
dependent relationships.  The projects are a channel through which long-standing grievances and 
frustrations of powerlessness have been leveled by citizens.  It might be possible to simply label 
the circulation of rumor and gossip about the feasibility of the EDWC that escalated into threats 
of racial violence as cultural pathology or as the reenactment of colonial and socialist legacies of 
racial repression and violence.         
 However, citizens’ competition over having their expertise heard has also mirrored the 
conflicts over the production and circulation of expertise between the Guyanese state and 
international NGOs during the disaster.  These practices of graft, and the disaster narratives that 
they generate, do not then merely replicate transnational historical practices of exploitation and 
political intervention in the global and neoliberal economy but reveal how these practices are 
made contingent on regimes of citizenship.      
 Analyzing the ways in which expert knowledge unevenly circulated during and after the 
2005 disaster is critical for understanding why states can purport to protect their citizenry even 





language political regimes use to assert expertise and the language of expertise itself do not 
necessarily overlap or are contingent on one another.  What supports political regimes through 
disasters or crises is their ability to retain control over disaster narratives by utilizing expert 
knowledge to create a language of transparency and accountability that reflects the limits of the 
expertise provided and already in circulation.  As such, in Guyana’s context, efforts unfurled 
from all political sides to gain more expert knowledge than their opponents, and conditions 
evoked comparisons to the circumstances of the racial political repression and ‘disastrous’ years 
of the socialist era.          
 The uneven circulation of expert knowledge about floods in Guyana highlights the crucial 
paradox of thinking “genealogies of citizenship” (Somers 2008) in light of climate change.  The 
incalculability of climatic-related environmental threats, and not their calculability, has been 
what delimits the interventions of states and international NGOs to manage them.  Like 
contemporary Guyana managing its developing economy around climate change, many other 
“post-disaster” and “transitioning” nations are grappling with how data about impending climate-
related threats can be used to intercede across and within historical conflicts over marketization 
and privatization and the forms of social exclusion and repression that they inform.  As we see in 
Guyana, the ambiguity of technoscientific mandates about climate change undermines the work 
of creating objective and concrete appraisals of social exclusion and the protection of social 
rights, further complicating what exactly the stakes are of global international institutions that 
look to intervene and check “ill-equipped” political regimes.  Neoliberal reform at the helm of 
climate technoscience is a specific type of expertise that forces a reappraisal about the 
relationship between the liberal “social contract” and the myriad ways in which technical 





 The counter-disaster narratives like the ones produced and circulated by citizens and 
rogue engineers globally emerge at the nexus of regimes of technoscience and citizenship.  This 
nexus raises a set of pressing questions about the current state of global environmentalism.  It 
forces us to ask what issues will stand in as “exclusionary” in the making and declaration of the 
recognition of vulnerability to climate-related environmental threats, disasters, and crises.  Given 
the extent to which ill-equipped political regimes have become perceived within the public 
sphere--without much critical scrutiny--as the harbingers of this turmoil, we must ask to what 
extent measures to democratize expertise can themselves generalize exclusionary practices of 
citizenship.  Furthermore, we must remain alert to the varying ways in which such a call can 






CHAPTER 2: THE LABOR OF VULNERABILITY  
In late 2009 I observed a handful of residents in the squatter settlement Sophia fill out 
Red Cross household surveys about the 2005 disaster.  A Red Cross consultant was helping a 
group of about thirty women and a few teenage boys and girls answer questions.  At one point, 
the consultant asked what strategies allowed them to survive repeated encounters with clogged 
trenches, lack of relief supplies, and derelict infrastructure.  Without hesitation, one of the older 
and more consistently-involved community members called out, “Resilience!”  The other 
residents started to laugh and joke about their desperate experiences during the flood.  A few 
residents complained about how their families were left behind by everyone, including the Red 
Cross.  Others told stories of how mothers had to leave their homes to wade through knee to 
chest deep water for supplies because officials did not want to send trucks into ‘riotous’ places 
like Sophia.  The consultant continued to take scrupulous notes while appearing to be unaffected 
by the residents’ pointed criticism.  The meeting was part of the Red Cross’ attempts to 
reestablish Sophia residents’ trust while also educating them about how they can adapt to 
climate-related risks without becoming dependent on public services.  Good citizenship, it 
seemed, relied not only on the capacity to decide when not to rely on the state but also on a 
citizen’s ability to identify vulnerability as a source of empowerment.    
 A few weeks after the meeting, there were a number of Red Cross-sponsored disaster 
preparedness walks throughout Sophia.  Residents canvassed miles of trenches, back pathways, 
and open fields. They drew maps and took photographs of the most hazardous areas.  These 
documents were expected to inform the surveys and enhance community activists’ and residents’ 
scant records of property and infrastructure grids.  As a Sophia community activist named 





least some agency over their vulnerability.  At the same time, Jonathan admitted that residents 
create these records to garner services from the Red Cross precisely because personal 
responsibility and domestic care are only small pieces of a larger struggle.  The type of 
citizenship promoted by these projects seemed to equate a participant’s response to household 
surveys about floods with the value of their homes.  These elaborate records therefore also stood 
as proof that Sophia residents were delinquent citizens, lacking the expertise to contribute to 
contemporary Guyanese economy and society.       
 Jonathan insisted that it was precisely this contradiction between proper affect and 
property ownership that prompted him to admit that “there is no shame but pride” in surviving in 
a place like Sophia. Jonathan’s affirmations are reflective of how the provision of social welfare 
and disaster relief services has increasingly become privatized in Guyana. The state relies on 
NGOs like the Red Cross to spearhead and sustain community-level disaster preparedness 
resources. In this chapter, I examine this privatization as it emerges around a regime of 
immaterial labor--filling-out household surveys about climate-related risks and flood hazards.  
Voluntary work with NGOs like the Red Cross is a kind of immaterial labor because Sophia 
residents’ participation (re)defines the cultural content and public opinion of commodity 
relations about property ownership (as much as property reform) around notions of vulnerability 
to climate change.  In short, voluntary work with the Red Cross has reproduced the aims of the 
general post-disaster economy, the LCDS, within the boundaries of the domestic domain.  
 The aims of the LCDS are centrally informed by economic models that plan for the 
effects of erratic weather events on Guyana’s emerging energy markets (oil, ethanol, and carbon 
sequestering). They also inform public spending for infrastructure to deal with flooding and sea-





the public face of this shift.  The office has generated a media-intensive program to marshal 
public support from so-called destitute populations (in particular the urban poor, rural cash crop 
farmers, and Amerindians in the interior) for LCDS.  These campaigns emphasize that a boom in 
the housing sector is one avenue through which even the poorest Guyanese citizen can contribute 
to LCDS.            
 Through property tax revenue, citizens can help fund national climate adaptation projects 
such as hydroelectric dams, seawalls, and water conservancies.  At their core, these campaigns 
connect the success of climate adaptation to the ability of citizens to properly distinguish 
between forms of knowledge about climate change to inform their decisions in home ownership.   
Climate change has thus reshaped the contours of the economy, with home ownership being one 
avenue through which markets and governments interact to give vulnerability to flooding an 
economic value in Guyana.           
 The Guyanese government calls LCDS a national climate adaptation response to the 
highly-publicized failures of the 1992 UN conference on Environment and Development in Rio, 
the 1999 Kyoto Convention, and the 2009 Copenhagen conference to reach agreements on 
sustainable development issues related to climate change.
37
   These meetings were held with the 
intent to enact climate mitigation policy to steer international industrial lobbyists to encourage 
states to lower their carbon emission rates (Urry 2011).  Policymakers were entrenched in 
debates about the parallel reforms needed to mainstream sustainable development initiatives to 
decrease the effects that mid-twentieth century global industrial growth in the Global South has 
had on the environment.          
 The Stern Report, written in 2006 by the UK Government in response to the US refusal to 
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ratify the Kyoto Protocol, has been a key text used in major international climate policy.  The 
protocol quantifies the economic value of vulnerability to climate change across an 
(inter)national context (Hulme 2009).  The report relies on a welfare economics approach, 
defining range(s) for national GDP growth around reducing carbon emissions in the atmosphere 
to 450 ppm by 2050.
38
   Anything outside of this GDP target is assumed not to be growth toward 
sustainable development, thereby making a national economy vulnerable to climate change.  In 
their approximation, there is an affective afterlife to Fordist infrastructure, labor, services, and 
arrangements that leave a mark on the environment (Navaro-Yashin 2012).
39
    
 The shortcomings of a welfare economics approach has been charted elsewhere (see 
Giddings 2009).  I am less concerned here with its shortcomings than with how it has bracketed 
Guyana’s contemporary political economy around a “structure of feeling” (Williams 1977) in 
which vulnerability is a primary mode of engagement.  Specifically, for those countries with 
little industrial growth like Guyana, the Stern Report offers little in the way of explaining how 
sustainable development can occur in agricultural-dependent economies (Claxton 2012).  In such 
contexts, GDP growth is less an issue about reducing carbon emissions than planning and 
preparing--or what the UNFCCC has dubbed adapting public goods and social welfare sectors to 
the future economic costs of climate-related risks. Climate mitigation and climate adaptation are 
thus two parallel orders of economy.  They hinge on a fantasy about the plentitude of a global 
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 This range is predicted to keep global warming within 2˚C of pre-industrial temperatures. 
 
39
 While Navaro-Yashin emphasizes that we need to think about the relationship between affect and the 
material environment is “phantomic,” how environments have their own sorts of nonhuman subjectivities 
that present themselves with their own shape and form of affect.  While I find this move helpful, in a push 
toward an ‘object-centered’ instead of ‘human-centered’ approach to subjectivity and subject formation 
pacing Spinoza, here what I highlight are the emerging networks, institutions, labors, and epistemes 
specific to climate change that impose their own categories about what constitutes affect and how it 






post-Fordist economy, and how it has made vulnerability to climate change a sustainable 
condition.
40
            
 The aims of this chapter are twofold.   First, I demonstrate that now Guyana’s national 
market geared toward climate adaptation and so relies on a type of citizen-laborer that partakes 
in work to quantify, tabulate, and archive vulnerability.  This type of citizen accrues political 
recognition not through the production of tangible goods but through immaterial labor.  Citizens 
who volunteer to do NGO surveys to document conditions and feelings of vulnerability to 
climate change pivot a national culture toward the development criteria and values of the Stern 
Review-UN, goals that are the crux of the LCDS.  In this sense, the volunteer work that citizens 
participate in under climate adaptation projects is similar to Hardt and Nergi’s notion of 
immaterial labor (2000).  In that, they participate in the kinds of activities involved in defining 
and fixing the cultural content and public opinion of commodity relations (see also Lazzarto 
2006).  Citizens who voluntary in Red Cross surveys both create and satisfy the demands for 
vulnerability as a commodity that informs an LCDS economy.   But it is also important to note 
that this type of immaterial labor is unwaged. As I witnessed, for the most part, the types of 
Guyanese who decided to participate in the surveys did so because they felt excluded from the 
general types of waged, expert labor involved developing the energy markets (oil and ethanol) 
that are central LCDS.  In this sense, I follow Andrea Muehlebach (2010) in her interpretation of 
volunteer work as a type of immaterial labor that supplements the general economy. Red Cross 
surveys made citizens who already felt excluded from LCDS measures feel as if they could now 
participate in the general economy and socialize with community members that they would have 
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I am not suggesting that these two economies are mutually exclusive. Rather, thus far they have played 
out to be so in those parts of the world that are not viewed as having an ‘industrial value’ or, for that 





never made time for before.
41
        
 Second, I demonstrate that their immaterial labor unites a national public less around 
presumptions of legal representation than around their mutual social status (Arendt 1958) as 
vulnerable to climate change.  Overwhelmingly, the residents in Sophia that I worked with 
participated in varying types of immaterial labor--producing and filling out household surveys, 
vulnerability assessments, and property evaluations.  These surveys allowed them to foster a 
broader political platform  through which to claim property outside of existing property law.  
However, one can argue that while climate adaptation relies on immaterial labor to extend 
justice, it does so at the expense of conflating varying kinds of vulnerability across 
environmental, legal, social, and economic kinds of engagements (Berlant 2007).  For example, 
the majority of the surveys’ outcomes linked flood hazards on property to social welfare issues 
such as lack of domestic expertise about household care such as poverty or delinquent family 
structure.  In such cases, vulnerability to climate change is animated by the risk of losing social 
attachments at the expense of gaining formal recognition and rights.
42
     
 I first visited Sophia in 2009 because I was told that it was a prime site where the Red 
Cross and other NGOs were conducting community-level climate change education and disaster 
preparedness household and surveys.  Sophia received some of the highest flood waters during 
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 In this sense, I follow Maurazio Lazzarato’s concern with postindustrial immaterial labor that “it is a 
kind of working existence [that] becomes increasingly difficult to distinguish leisure time from work 
time.  In a sense, life becomes inseparable from work” (137) and emphasizes the synthesis of “different 
types of know-how—intellectual, skills, manual skills, and entrepreneurial skills” (145).   
 
42
 Here I look to distinguish myself from a concept of ethics in anthropology that has the tendency to read 
it as the opposition between the ethical as a claim about the universal and the moral as a claim about the 
particular (Geertz 1973). I contribute to the anthropology of bioethics literature’s debates about a “politics 
of suffering” (see Cohen 2003).  I view vulnerability to climate change as upsetting this distinction 
between the ethical (universal) and moral (particular).  The global condition of vulnerability to climate 
change puts at the forefront the question of how it is possible for affect to be unevenly distributed and 





the 2005 disaster in Georgetown.   It is now the test site for what national climate adaptation 
looks like “in practice” once wrangled from abstract algorithms and datasets about GDP.  
Alongside the production of new maps and catalogues that document the causes of hazards in the 
area, Sophia residents have used this data to inform their lobbying the Ministry of Agriculture for 
better public services and access to affordable, safe, and, environmentally secure housing.  While 
the surveys have “rationalized” sentiment (Stoler 2004; 1995), they have had unintended 
consequences. They have shifted the grounds upon which vulnerability to climate change is 
defined and the way that people live with it as they wait in limbo for environmental reform 
(Auyero and Swistun 2009).  Vulnerability has therein become an index of the tensions 
surrounding the (re)distribution of public goods around the social reproductive activities of the 
private domain (Povinelli 2011).         
 These tensions to a large extent are informed by Guyana’s history of (post)colonial 
governments managing property around citizens’ vulnerability to floods in the name of racial 
democracy.  In other chapters of this dissertation I highlight how this history reanimates ideas 
about what counts as property.  But in this chapter I examine the type of labor and the political 
context through which such re-classification has been made possible.  I argue that citizens’ 
claims to land are based in the realization that vulnerability is a social resource itself that has 
allowed them to find work in an otherwise depressed economy.  The immaterial labor that 
informs climate adaptation projects like the Red Cross’ household surveys do not pose a radical 
break from (post)colonial era economies but instead draws from them as valuable sources of 
knowledge.  Immaterial labor in Guyana can only be understood in dialogue with the new forms 
of property dispossession and exclusion that are an effect of LCDS.     





land management policies which are still in piecemeal use today (see also Chapter 3).  However, 
I illustrate that the domestic expertise that Red Cross projects teach is not a vehicle for erasing 
past inequalities but a means to reframe these inequalities as viable forms of knowledge about 
racial democracy.  This knowledge circulates as instructive lessons about ‘injustices’ of 
colonialism and socialism as well as instruments for disciplining varying racial bodies to proper 
ways of public and private modes of feeling vulnerable (Ramos-Zayas 2012).    
 In what follows, I provide an historical overview that charts the emergence of immaterial 
labor in Guyana.   I begin by charting the ways in which vulnerability to floods became 
‘naturalized’ in post-emancipation and pre-independence property law and came to inform 
notions of racial democracy in Guyana.  In the section that follows, I analyze the ways in which 
Burnham-era socialist housing policy (re)shaped definitions of vulnerability around a 
postcolonial nationalism about recuperating black masculinity in the private sphere.  I then link 
this Burnham-era notion of vulnerability to contemporary post-2005 disaster Red Cross 
household surveys.  The surveys offer citizens a platform to articulate demands for 
environmental security and property reform.  I end by detailing how these demands for security 
and reform have material effects on the environment which are manifested in the state’s push to 
encourage citizens to participate in “kitchen gardening”.  Kitchen gardening, albeit a program 
that many claim was inspired by Burnham’s socialism, is a new site through which conditions of 
vulnerability are granted value.  They are heralded as essential for adapting Guyana’s 
agricultural industry to future climate-related risks, providing kitchen garden, and so by 







Rights and Appearances 
Sophia (including the villages Liliandaal South, Pattensen South, Turkeyen South, and 
Cummings Lodge) is located east of Georgetown along the “Green Belt”, an area that is 
pejoratively described by many Guyanese as the country’s most notorious squatter settlement.  
But yet, if we look closer, Sophia represents a much larger housing phenomenon in Guyana.   
Since the mid-1980s, the termination of a number of government subsidy programs for public 
housing and an increase in migrants from rural areas have contributed to the phenomenon of ‘ad 
hoc’ and ‘organized’ squatting settlements in Sophia and throughout greater Georgetown.43   
 Areas within the central district of Georgetown such as Albouystown and Tiger Bay, 
known as some of the most crime-ridden and poverty-stricken communities are comprised of 
what urbanites readily identify as ad hoc squatting.  They comprise areas of makeshift units 
constructed of anything from cloth tents to scavenged metal and located next to or on top of 
infrastructure such as dams or canals.  The settlements stand in contrast to many of the buildings 
on adjacent streets designed in the colonial Dutch and British architectural style with stone 
foundations, high beamed wooden interior ceilings, and richly ornamented windows with 
Demerara shutters (louvered wooden shutters with window boxes in fret work).  Aesthetically, 
many of Albouystown’s and Tiger Bay’s ad hoc settlements resemble those found in Sophia, 
which urbanites often identify as “organized.”  These settlements usually reside on separate plots 
and do not encroach onto public infrastructure. Urbanites’ anxieties over distinguishing between 
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Squatting next to large plantation estates has been prevalent in rural areas and widely recorded in legal 
documents and newspapers since Guyana’s “village movements” of the mid-1800s.  However, because of 
the city’s high population density the age-old practice of rural squatting has become nearly invisible to the 
newly emerging patterns of ‘ad hoc’ and ‘organized’ squatting in Georgetown proper.   In the cases of 
rural squatting, many squatters are found dispersed along the shorelines of rivers or the Atlantic, living 
right along mangrove bush or the sea wall.  But these squatters rarely if at all constitute themselves as 
large settlements (with the exception perhaps of a village known as Plastic City).   Thus, when squatter 





“ad-hoc” and “organized” squatting in Georgetown seem to reflect a concern about the 
ambiguous legality of a place like Sophia.  An overwhelming majority of Sophia residents who 
were once squatters live without a formal land deed even though they now own their property. 
 In recent years, a number of local political pundits have offered scathing critiques of 
Georgetown’s urban planning model to explain Sophia’s phenomenon of organized squatting.  
They readily cite policy makers’ silence on the issue of the detrimental effects of the financial 
stakes involved in big venture real estate projects between a small number of local construction 
firms and real estate brokers.
44
   They view these big ventures as contributing to corruption and 
the state not regulating building code standards (Lucas 2010).  These critics argue that the urban 
poor have overwhelmingly become “subjects of credit” with little legal papers or benefits to 
show for it (Han 2011).  They point to how predatory aspects of rentier and venture capital 
perpetuate poverty amongst the already urban poor by escalating the cost of property through 
multi-year loan schemes (Harvey 1991; Appadurai 2000).  In November 2010, the first ever 
property rights assessment of Guyana was completed by the Inter-Development Bank (IDB).  
The assessment charts what the “slow transformation” of Guyanese land tenure from corporative 
socialist ownership into the hands of “traditional home owners”:    
The property market in Guyana is not a robust one. Its distinct puzzle of a series of legal
 systems, cultures, and people has not jelled in a homogenous property rights system.
 Informality is demonstrated…in the way the overall organizational structure to support
 and use those rights is organized...reducing the ability of the financial sector to extend
 credit in a more secure and efficient way (Panaritis and Kostopoulous: 28-9). 
 
The IDB notes other worrisome figures.  The state owns 85% of land in Guyana because 14% is 
counted as Amerindian Land, only 1-2% percent is officially counted as Private Land (15).  This 
percentage breakdown toward state ownership is higher than the report suggests because many 
people have not officially registered their plot in the national land registry.  Furthermore, the 
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registry system is reliant on a protocol of administrators mapping with outdated information 
about the boundaries of existing land plots.  Much of the data in the registry is not up-to-date.  
The out-of-date registry has resulted in the state inserting double-entries of plots, granting people 
claims to plots that are already privately owned (Lemel 2001).     
 The costly process of registering one’s land and ultimately applying for a title is 
compounded by the existence of a national banking system that relies on what the IDB calls 
“informal’ mortgages.” Potential homeowners use consumer loans as opposed to personal assets 
(which are normally used as collateral to borrow against a home in a mortgage market).  The use 
of consumer loans as collateral has made the approval of mortgages based on the income of the 
borrower as opposed to the market value of the property and the certification of a land deed.  
Thus, the circulation of consumer loans in the land registry has not only contributed to price 
inflation, especially on high-end real estate, but has also legitimized a land tenure system based 
on regulators’ arbitrary granting and use of land deeds.       
 The legal framework for the distribution of land deeds in Guyana is rooted in Dutch-
Roman Common Law, a framework held over from when the Dutch first formally colonized the 
territory around the Essequibo-Orinoco Rivers in the seventieth century.  The colony’s original 
deeds system followed Roman Law--legally categorizing land as “immovable” property (things 
which are thought to be stationary in space).  However, in common practice, people identified 
land as “moveable property” (things that can move themselves or be moved).  As legal historian 
Fenton Ramsahoye (1966) explains, “The Roman-Dutch law followed Roman in this respect and, 
as has been noticed, land was held in absolute ownership in the same way as movables. [But]  In 
British Guiana this form of ownership [moveables] was the only one recognized” (26).  For 





interpret the use-value of their land.  The rugged and flood-prone land demanded that estates 
were intricately connected to one another via an irrigation and drainage grid.  The grid made 
people reliant on one another’s land for access to and distribution of water.  For landowners to 
access canals not adjacent to their land often meant that they had to make informal user-fee or 
servitude agreements, usually with an owner of a larger estate (27).   These (in)formal 
arrangements of servitude meant that people were identified their land as “moveable” property, 
with the owner of a land plot acquiring full to partial ownership of land based on servitude 
arrangements for canal access.        
 With the transition to British colonial rule in 1803, a stipulation was tacked onto the 
Roman deeds system through the implementation of British Common Law: all land was 
legislated as either Crown Land or Colony Land.  Crown Land included any land for which “no 
subject can show a title [deed]” (114).  Colony Land included any land for which a person 
bought land from the governor.  The sole condition for the governor to sell Crown Land was to 
ensure that it could be empoldered or drained.   Consequently, the majority of the governor’s 
grants were made to directly inspire cultivation while indirectly treating the boundaries of both 
private and public land as bounded by the contours of the irrigation and drainage grid.  To track 
the productivity of newly-acquired Colony Lands a system of “transport titles” was 
implemented.  A transport title was a document that noted any changes to the “rights tending to 
the land in favor other than of persons of title holders” (Ramsahoye 1966: 233).  Changes to the 
title--such as gifts, subdivisions, servitudes, abandonments, etc.--had to be publicized in local 
gazettes and if changes were not objected to or land was not sold, it was transferred over as 
Crown Land.   The transport system was radically reworked after slaves were granted 





 With the colony’s importation of indentured labor, decrease in sugar production, and an 
economic crisis, plantation estates were slowly liquidated by planters and opened-up for sale in 
small parcels for purchase to Afro-Guianese in the 1840s.
45
   In response, planters often looked 
to quickly sell off small parcels of land at exorbitant prices.  This created an artificial inflation on 
land prices which further reified the political and financial influence of the white plantocracy 
while quieting its growing paranoia of a ‘Negro monopoly’ of coastal lands.  The parcels Afro-
Guianese bought were primarily communal purchases of front lands--areas of plantation estates 
located directly on the seashore.  The purchases were organized around voluntary contractual 
agreements between families or church congregation members who elected a village head who 
was responsible for managing the property’s legal and tax matters.  For this reason, when land 
was purchased, original transport titles often did not pass at the time of sale.  If they were passed, 
they were sometimes identified solely by numbers or by the surname of a village head.  
Ultimately, this meant that many people were not legally recognized by name in deeds as full-
fledged property owners despite having made a payment on the land, making their rights to land 
a matter of varying dimensions of communal servitude.   Take for instance, matters that arose 
over irrigation and drainage in Buxton, one of the first established Afro-villages on the outskirts 
of Georgetown: 
The landholdings in Buxton were at first divided among the new shareholders with the 
strips running north to south.  This had been done with the help of surveyors by the year 
1842.  At the time each proprietor or shareholder in the cooperative village would be 
holding land which extended as strips between the sand reefs near the sea and the 
southern boundary of the village.  That layout caused many hardships and disputes.  If 
‘X’ owned a strip of land midway between, say, Buxton Middle Walk trench and Buxton 
                                                          
45The “racial-ethnic” breakdown of those people who participated in the initial village movement was an 
overwhelming Afro-Guianese majority.  However, once indentured servitude was underway by the 1840s, 
there was a relatively small population of Indo-Guianese, Sino-Guianese, and Portuguese living off of 
estates who constituted the movement either living in “segregated” or “mixed” villages alike (see 





West sideline trench, the water from the land could be drained into the sideline trench 
only through the lots of other shareholders (Kwayana 1999: 25).       
 
  But “servitude” arrangements came with an added caveat, since many of these villages were 
viewed by mid to large-sized plantation estate owners as competition.  In order for the Buxton 
villagers to eventually receive proper drainage they had to prove “evidence of industry”: 
…the grant to the villagers was evidence that the villagers had been using their land
 beneficially for agriculture.  The Grant document carries no record of the form of title it
 came from.  It is known though that an Absolute Grant could flow out of various forms of
 occupancy by the villagers.  One is from a License of Occupancy, an old form of title.
 Evidently, it allowed agricultural land to be occupied by cultivators.  If they developed it
 well, they could get a better title to it.  In this case, it could lead to an absolute grant, on
 petition to the Governor.  Although it was said to be “absolute” it was not beyond the
 power of the Governor to revoke it.  What remained absolute was the governor’s powers
 (35-6). 
 
Following suit, the white plantocracy, along with legislatively blocking the allocation of taxes 
for irrigation and drainage services in Buxton, blocked villagers’ access to their property by 
revoking grants for the construction of public roads.  Schemes like the one in Buxton were 
further supplemented by the governor’s control and refusal to sell to Afro-Guianese back lands--
areas located off of the immediate seashore that were presumably more fertile than front lands.
46
  
 The nebulous and shifting boundaries between the land plot and the irrigation and 
drainage grid solidified the relationship between race and vulnerability to flooding in British 
Guiana’s post-emancipation era.  Without the legal ambiguity that qualified the terms of 
transport titles for Afro- Guianese there would have been no village movement.  It was not so 
much the substantiation of law but rather everyday life around the irrigation and drainage grid 
that solidified an idea of “emancipation” (or for that matter, a lack thereof) in the Guyanese 
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 Although, a fairly good number of back lands have been reported to have been distributed to Afro-and 
Indo-Guianese as communal pastures for village use, albeit under the direction of the governor or local 
sugar estate owners (see HS Burrows, Acting Commissioner of Local Government on June 20, 1957 at 
Conference of Sugar Estates Welfare Officers, Appendix II 47(849); Parliamentary Records, Annual 





imaginary. That is, the mundane registers of both “everyday industry” (labor) and empoldering, 
created common experiences that shaped public feeling about vulnerability across racial 
populations. And yet, this point about the affective register of ordinary life (see also Stewart 
2007), is a point of analysis that is overwhelmingly ignored in Guyanese historiography.  
 Take for example Walter Rodney’s The History of the Working Class (1981).  Rodney 
argues that by the 1880s the “stifled” success of the village movement was a consequence of then 
Governor Irving’s ‘ill-conceived’ decision to legally authorize central government instead of 
local village authority to manage irrigation and drainage: 
Local government came under review by Governor Irving in 1882. [He] was highly
 critical of village governments, and attributed to them the failures that (from his own
 analysis) should have been laid at the door step of those who controlled political power in
 the state.  He emphasized that loans to village councils were frequently bad
 debts…Iriving’s sociopolitical values as they emerged from his dispatches were those
 of a ‘benevolent despot’ with an a priori hostility to any exercise of democracy on the
 part of a colonized people...Let local taxation come to an end, if necessary, he said,
 provided that the colonial state took firm control at all levels.  As it turned out, political
 rights were withdrawn from the village communities while village taxes remained.  The
 Governor claimed that blacks were not interested in political rights--they simply wanted
 good drainage under the central government (130).   
 
Rodney wants us to believe that Irving, in playing the role of “benevolent despot”, catered to his 
most important constituency--the white plantocracy--while “morally adhering” to the recognition 
of Afro-Guianese land settlements.  But what difference would the granting of “self-governance” 
to manage the irrigation and drainage grid have made for villages that were already being 
‘sabotaged’ by high tax revenues and violence?   Does Rodney’s critique not merely preserve the 
separation of: affect and labor; white plantocracy and black peasantry; rural and urban; legality 
and illegality?  What is Rodney’s critique taking for granted, in setting up these dichotomies?   
 When Irving said “self-government amongst the negro rural populations should have 





autonomy in their management of irrigation and drainage (i.e. the 1892 Village Ordinance) 
meant that the financial success of the colony was in jeopardy.  Perhaps this worry over political 
and financial failure makes Rodney and Irving shortsighted in mutually dependent ways.  Both 
men recognize with property rights Afro-Guianese had the potential to profoundly disrupt the 
reigning social order and political economy in British Guiana.  In other words, both Rodney and 
Irving view the post-emancipation village movement as solely about the plantocracy’s paranoia 
of a ‘negro takeover.’          
 But I find this interpretation of the village movement to be limited.  Rodney and Irving 
take for granted that the village movement inspired the development of a de facto racialized 
network of technical labor practices to manage flooding.
47
  This network was produced precisely 
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 As I have already pointed to, late-twentieth century historians like Walter Rodney strove to counter 
white planters’ histories of the ‘delinquent freeman’ in British Guiana.  Rodney in The History of the 
Working Class offers stark condemnations of racism like Rodway’s but he does so without displacing the 
encompassing framework about the hierarchical relationship between race and technical labor to manage 
vulnerability to flooding.  As I have already suggested, Rodney’s reading of vulnerability to flooding in 
The History of the Working Class is grounded in commitments to giving a voice to the subaltern.  His 
revisionist history was published during the Burnham regime.  It was a treatise about what he viewed as 
the exclusionary and inequitable nature of global capitalism as well as Black Socialism in 1970s-80s 
Guyana.  In offering this two-pronged critique, Rodney posited the Afro-Guianese peasantry as an ideal 
type: a social experiment in “communalism” that was not only economically self-sufficient but also 
morally justified.   Rodney offered an explanation for the “cause” of coastal Guyana’s vulnerability to 
floods: the middle-class’ (white plantocracy’s) bigotry, arrogance, and greed.   Like Rodway, an 
evolutionary model about social progress underwrites Rodney’s Marxism.  On the one hand, Rodway 
proposes that social progress involves ‘delinquent’ freemen learning to mimic planters.  On the other, 
Rodney proposes that by the colonized “mimicking” the colonizer they were inadvertently enacting a 
hierarchy of labor and social relations that privileged white and colonial attributes over those ‘cultural’ 
attributes of the colonized.   Rodney was not alone in his assessments--he was partly writing in response 
to a well-established ethnographic tradition in Guyana that emerged hand-in-hand with the unionization 
and anticolonial movements of the 1940s-60s.  Dividing the Guyanese population into types of racial 
“technical labor” was a model underwritten by mid-twentieth century Caribbean ethnography.   
Particularly the work of RT Smith and MG Smith that debated whether models about “creolization” or 
“pluralism” could explain racial politics and plantation labor were important conceptual frameworks for 
Caribbean ethnography.  The debates eventually informed the cultural approach of Charles Wagley’s 
“Plantation America” and the political theory of economic historians and Caribbean dependency school 
theorists such as Lloyd Best, Kari Levitt and George Beckford.  These scholars (re)interpreted Irving 
Goffman’s concept, “total social institutions” (1967), to describe plantation economies in relation to the 
dynamics of labor exploitation and commodity exchange on a global scale.  With the fervor of 





out of Afro-Guianese and the white plantocracy’s mutual feelings of vulnerability to flooding.  I 
do not point to this network to suggest that Afro-Guianese and the white plantocracy’s 
experiences with floods were of the same order of “technical” or “political” achievement.  They 
were not: the village movement was a mark of as much of economic as of political achievement 
that exceed the framework of white colonial rule.  By historian Nigel Bolland’s count: “by 1842, 
some 15,000 former slaves had settled on 4,506 acres, 40,000 ex-slaves owned 17,000 acres in 
9,797 freeholds in 1848, and by 1851 there were 11,152 smallholdings and 46,368 people lived 
in villages” (1981: 599).48  These are numbers that make both Rodney’s and Irving’s argument 
that the Afro-Guianese village moment was solely about the white plantocracy stifling a ‘negro 
takeover’ of land hard to fathom.49   For this reason, I argue that the village movement created 
the grounds for both Afro-Guianese and the white plantocracy to become dependent on one 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
about the ‘total social institution’ model eventually morphed into a model for national politics about racial 
democracy (Munasinghe 2006; Puri 2004).  For example, such popular Guyanese political journals as the 
New World Quarterly had explicit Marxist leanings.  The journals published articles by RT Smith and 
Best, among others, about the importance of thinking about labor unionization and racial unity to not only 
better manage flooding, property reform but also an independent Guyana.   In short, we can place 
Rodney’s text within a larger canon than solely Neo-Marxian Caribbean Studies.  While this text, offers a 
case study of his ‘dependency theory,’ it also offers a way to re-interpret peasantry studies.  Reflecting 
what William Roseberry and Eric Wolf take up as issues of “autoconsumption” (see also Kearney 1996) 
Rodney offers a way by which to think about land from the perspective of not only statecraft but also 
embodiment.   
 
48
 These numbers reflect the rise of the first village movement which was evidently a response to 
emancipation.  The second, occurring in the late-1800s was a response to the lack of work on plantations 
and the government of the colony lowering the minimum requirements for the purchase of a plot and the 
price per acre to encourage peasant cultivation (mainly of rice) in the face of an economic crisis from the 
increased global competition from beet sugar (see Mandle 1973). 
 
49This reading is not only particular to Rodney’s work but to a substantial amount of Caribbean 
historiography and ethnography on the relationship between ideas of freedom and land (Bolland 1991; 
Wilmot 2009). Debates on land tenure and emancipation in the Caribbean tend to focus on narratives 
similar to Rodney’s about the “not so free” status of the newly freed black population (Williams 1945; 
James 1989); peasantries in “resistance” to white plantocracies (Mintz 2007; Trouillot 1988; Adamson 
1973); or the entanglement between liberal property regimes, gender, and racial-kinship/blood (Maurer 
1997; Besson and Momsen 2007; Scully and Paton 2005).  In all three narratives a concept of ‘expertise’ 





another to reinvent the aims and technical dimensions of the drainage and irrigation grid.  For 
example, we can look to early-twentieth century historian James Rodway’s popular 1892 
publication A History of Georgetown to see how this network of racialized technical labor in 
British Guiana emerged.  An influential planter and politician, Rodway had very little sympathy 
for freemen in post-emancipation British Guiana who could not figure out how to “technically 
manage land”.”  He argues that their ineptitude led to the city’s tenement-like conditions: 
Another factor [other than fires and floods] in producing unhealthy conditions [in 
Georgetown] was the addition to the town’s people of a large number of idlers from the 
estates--freemen who thought that emancipation meant that they could tramp about where 
they please and always find someone to give them a meal and a board to lie upon.  It was 
something analogous to the English school boy or apprentice, who sometimes (in the 
older time) ran away to London hoping to find “Tom Tiddler’s Ground.”  After the first 
of August, 1838, country Jonnies could be commonly seen gaping at the Public Buildings 
and churches, or walking aimlessly about.  Naturally there was a good deal of pilfering-
feathered stock was hardly safe anyway (1997: 54). 
 
It is clear that Rodway shares some of the very same pretenses of ‘negro takeover’ that Rodney 
describes of Governor Irving in The History of the Working People.  But it also cannot be 
ignored that Rodway describes his living conditions as just as deplorable as those of freemen.  In 
the passages that follow he describes how he barely fend off bouts of yellow fever and often fell 
into heaps of ‘sinking mud’ that crowded the platform of his house’s entry way. Such 
descriptions suggest that although Rodway recognizes that he is a white Churchgoing property 
owner he still lives in squalor like freemen.   Rodway complains that if only freemen could 
transform from being “Tom Tiddlers” to Churchgoing property owners like himself, Georgetown 
life would be tolerable.  It is within this world of the white gentleman-landowner living with 
‘delinquent’ freemen that the risks of flooding, cholera, and fires increase.  In other words, a 
network, not a hierarchy, of racialized technical labor to manage flooding emerged out of and 





vulnerability to flooding an experience that cut-across lived experiences of race and citizenship 
of the colony for well over a century that is until, the eve of independence in the mid-twentieth 
century.       
Logies 
 By the 1940s-60s, it was not the peasantry but Afro-Guianese and Indo-Guianese 
political elites who offered their knowledge about flooding to British governmental commission 
committees to encourage property reform.  Many of these political leaders, including Hubert 
Critchlow and Cheddi Jagan, contributed to such key texts as the Moyne Commission (1939) and 
the Venn Commission (1949).  Both reports were written in response to a string of sugar strikes 
and riots that occurred in the British Caribbean during the 1930s.  Specifically, in British Guiana 
the Venn Commission responded to the strike at plantation Enmore in 1948 which left four 
civilian protesters shot by police.  A number of these political elites testified to the Venn 
Commission on the social problems on the estates of British Guiana’s local sugar monopoly, 
Booker & McDonnell Co.  The image of Booker’s estate housing--pejoratively called “logies” or 
“nigger yards”-- was often invoked in their testimonies.  They described how the everyday living 
conditions of estate workers was spatially tied to the plantation (communal pastures, medical 
services, plots for vegetable provisions, rum shops, etc.).  But argued that the sheer size of the 
irrigation and drainage grid blocked any feasible way for Booker to build homes for workers 
directly on the plantation (Seecharan 2004: 404).  As a result, estate workers’ houses were 
segregated several miles away on front lands.         
 These complaints framed political organizer Cheddie Jagan’s commitments to establish 
the Political Affairs Committee (PAC) in 1946 as a multi-racial political group that mobilized 





were an effective way to integrate his Communist critique of the effects of the plantation regime 
on Guianese workers without having to address the controversial issue of his early political days: 
the growing wage divide between Afro- and Indo-Guianese sugar estate workers.  Jagan 
described logies at a hearing to a handful of British representatives consulting the Venn 
Commission: 
Imagine the state of sanitation and the condition of the sugar estate workers during the 
heavy rainfall and flood periods which are frequent.  The whole housing area becomes 
covered with polluted water from the overflowing latrine trenches.  This polluted water 
remains on the land for days and sometimes weeks, during which time boats and canoes 
have to be used for communication.  In contrast to this the manager’s and officers’ 
quarters are generally always dry.  During the 1950s floods I went to the manager at 
Lusignan to request that the workers’ housing area be properly empoldered and a pump 
used to get rid of the polluted water.  His reply to me was whether I knew that I was 
trespassing--and this in my own constituency [Central Demerara]! The pump was never 
given (408). 
 
Under the advising of the Venn Commission and sympathetic firsthand accounts like Jagan’s, the 
remaining logies on the Booker estates were demolished.   Committee members reported in their 
report minutes that logies mirrored the “paternalistic heritage of slavery and indenture servitude” 
in a modern world.   The local government undertook a range of financing schemes to raise a 
loan of G$7,200,000 to relocate and settle estate workers by 1953.  Through a funding scheme 
called the Sugar Industry Labor Welfare Fund (SILWF) estate workers could borrow up to: 
$1,000 interest-free; $750 for construction and $250 for painting; with loans repayable in weekly 
installments to build homes on front lands allocated by Booker & McDonnell Co. (411).  The 
first housing schemes--Ocean View, Zeeburg-De Willem, Meten-Meer-Zorg, Tuschen and 
Garrison--were located in the West Coast Demerara region.   At the time, the predominately 
Indo-Guianese residents of these schemes were emphatically viewed by the sugar industry and 





sugar estates.  Jock Campbell, the head estate manager of Booker described the schemes as 
social experiments: 
The industry put at the disposal of Government land near their estates at token prices 
where new villages could be created with Government financial assistance to the people.  
Government, while welcoming the principle, refused to do anything at all about it, owing 
to ‘lack of funds.’ So the industry laid out the land, leased house-lots to the people at 
peppercorn rents, and lent them money on easy terms, interest-free terms, to build their 
own houses (412).   
 
By 1960, the SILWF loan scheme resulted in the construction of 8,927 houses and cut the 
number of remaining logies to 132.  With 12,000 families resettled nearly twenty five percent of 
British Guiana’s population benefited and were relocated into these Booker-backed housing 
schemes.  While unionized housing schemes appeared to be the logical response among PAC 
members to increase land tenure amongst estate workers the schemes did not address the 
inequalities inherent in the colony’s existing land tenure and transport title system.   
 The distribution of transport titles through Booker housing schemes ensured that estate 
workers incurred new debts in the name of loans paid to the SILWF.  Indo-Guianese housing 
scheme residents, like their Afro-Guianese village movement counterparts in the post-
emancipation era, had limited access to the irrigation and drainage grid.  However, unlike during 
the village movement, these schemes were not under the purview of local government but of 
Bookers & McDonnell Co.  Access to water and protection from floods were not levied through 
the colony’s tax system but granted based on landowners’ monthly payments to Bookers’ and 
oftentimes, the arbitrary gratitude and sympathy of Booker estate managers.  PAC’s response to 
this seeming negligence was that state funds should be used to implement empoldering projects 
for owners of logies.  Hence, while workers were being racially divided by Booker over access to 
land, wages and security from floods, it was the objective of political committees like PAC to 





rights, entitlements, and protection from flooding.         
 As Michael Swan, journalist during the early years of PAC determined, “[Jagan] denies 
that the Colony’s difficulties arise from the problems of its geography.  This is an excuse 
invented by imperialists to explain why they have not made a greater success of the Colony.  The 
difficulties ‘are man-made and made by alien control’…” (Swan quoted in Seecharan 2004: 
195).  Jagan would have liked to believe that everything in sugar’s system was dependent on the 
appearance of an unruly environment in which Afro-Guianese and Indo-Guianese were duped 
into toiling against all odds to contribute to sugar’s productivity.  For PAC, the environment was 
just as much a fetishized commodity as was sugar.  This idea substantiate the varying socialisms 
and communisms of British Guiana’s creole political elite of that period even though it worked 
against local “common sense” about vulnerability to flooding and the de facto racialized network 
of labor that was needed to manage it.       
 What is clear from the brief history I have sketched here, from the post-emancipation 
through pre-independence British Guiana, is that the mutual vulnerability of whites and 
nonwhites to flooding shaped the terms of citizenship and property reform in coastal Guyana. As 
we saw, Marxist-leaning scholars of the Caribbean like Walter Rodeny, have argued that there 
was no such thing as mutual vulnerability between whites and nonwhites to floods because of 
inequitable-hierarchical colonial labor and taxation regimes.  But here, I have considered an 
alternative reading to suggest that there was mutual vulnerability that was managed around a de 
fact network of racialized technical labor. The network was a consequence of the uneven ways in 
which vulnerability to flooding made practices of racial technical labor appear as if they framed 
‘ordinary’ aspects of everyday life like cleaning drains and buying land. Following Kathleen 





racism and bigotry also created white dependency on non-white bodies and labor.  Eighteenth 
century historian James Rodway showed us that this distinction between white “bigotry” and 
“dependency” could only be made in a post-emancipation moment when freemen were able to 
“roam” and live side-by-side white gentlemen-landowners.      
 It was only with the late-colonial property reform work of PAC that this “ordinary affect” 
was written into explicit programs for property and housing reform.   And yet, to this day there 
has been very little headway towards disentangling the paradox that multi-racial political groups 
like PAC were willing to uphold the colony’s inequitable land tenure and transport title system 
as much as Booker & McDonnell Co. was willing to do.  The effects of PAC’s housing reform 
policy have driven a national narrative about the importance of property reform to defining 
vulnerability to flooding in Guyana.  
‘Little Men’ 
Against the slow crumble of British rule in the colony, a full-blown Guyanese nationalist 
movement arose as a result of the union and political activity around PAC’s attempts at property 
and housing reform in the 1940s-60s.  Forbes Burnham, a young lawyer and union organizer, 
became Guyana’s first President in 1966 after a number of British and American governments’ 
military interventions to quiet communist organizing in the colony effectively cut-short Cheddie 
Jagan’s run for President.50  Following the policy laid out by PAC, many of the first programs 
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 Although a discussion of the pre-independence political events surrounding Burnham’s push into office 
is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is fair to say that PAC’s lobby of the Venn Commission for 
property reform laid the foundation for Burnham’s eventual reforms and the general tone for 
contemporary politics in Guyana.  In 1947 representatives from PAC, including Jagan ran for an electoral 
seat in parliament.  He won a position but took a seat not as a member of PAC but as a representative of 
the right-leaning oppositional Labor Party.  While a representative of the Labor Party he gained more 
political support through his rallying for increased labor reforms on plantations after the riots and killings 
of Indo-laborers on the large and prominent Enmore Plantation.  By 1950, Jagan departed from the Labor 
Party and used PAC as a foundation to form the People’s Progressive Party (PPP), a multi-racial and 





initiated under Burnham’s co-operativism were housing society self-help groups.  These groups 
primarily granted government subsidies on loans and housing material costs to Georgetown 
residents and public sector employees.  Each co-operative member paid a fixed percentage on 
their mortgage annually while contributing to overall expenditures in community payments for 
the maintenance of irrigation and drainage (Peake 2005).  The housing subsidies led to the 
growth of PNC-affiliated social groups preoccupied with how to best implement subsidy 
programs into other facets of everyday living such as agriculture.       
 Illustrative books and pamphlets on communal gardening and farming were published by 
the PNC.  As tens of thousands of people migrated from the country to the city during this 
period, everyday life for many radically changed.  For example, in the pamphlets a recurring 
image was of the urban market: a place that could remind people of both the natural bounty of 
their country without having to leave behind the modern amenities and opportunities that the city 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
adaption of a new constitution after the election, by 1953 the PPP brokered constitutional reforms with 
the then acting British governor which included new administrative and civil service branches to 
government along with passing laws that favored labor unionization.  As a consequence, the British 
government suspended the reformed constitution under the pretense that they were preeminently stopping 
“labor riots and unrest” until 1957.  During this time rivalry between Jagan and Burnham formed over 
who was to be leader of the party around issues about the role of unions in brokering legislation.  By the 
1957 elections, Burnham split from the PPP and formed the political party the People’s National 
Congress (PNC).  Burnham launched a ‘neutralized’ democratic socialism that could speak to the interests 
of the colored middle class as well as to the interests of the Afro-urban working class.  On the other hand, 
the Jagan-wing of the PPP launched a more radical Marxist-Leninist communism that reached out to the 
majority rural-working class Indo-Guianese population.  The PPP won the majority of parliamentary seats 
in the 1961, granting Jagan the role of Prime Minister.  Under Jagan, British Guiana increasingly cut ties 
with British government as Jagan brokered development loans and financial assonance from Cuba and 
parts of the Soviet-bloc.  By 1964 there were increased labor unrest, strikes, and racial violence as a result 
of the PNC and other more capitalist-oriented political parties protesting Jagan’s labor and social welfare 
reform policies toward communism. The riots forced the British governor to call another state of 
emergency and full control over colony government, which eventually led to another constitutional 
reform toward ‘proportional representation’--a 53 member unicarmeral legislator.  The 1964 election 
followed with the PNC forming a coalition with the right-leaning business interests of the Portuguese-
Amerindian oppositional party the United Force, their combined 51% of the winning vote secured 
Burnham’s position as Prime Minster and two years later, national independence.  For a substantial 
review of the competing interests between Burnham and Jagan under the PPP as well as the influence of 
American-CIA, British, and Soviet influences on the two leaders as well as the racial-political violence of 





had to offer.  With little technology and few resources, average citizens or those Burnham 
affectionately called “Little Men” could become expert tillers of the land, in an attempt to 
reclaim Booker land.  The pamphlets read as how-to-manuals outlining agricultural terms and 
basic farming methods for its readers.  Many of the pamphlets included black and white pictures 
of young men and women, Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese, collectively plowing land and 
weeding canals.  Under them read captions such as:  “The environment of Georgetown and the 
rest of Guyana has to be, and will be improved, and all those stagnant canals and trenches in the 
capital and elsewhere must become clear clean running streams by the year 1982” (Burnham 
n.d.: 11).             
 These images of derelict infrastructure and vulnerability were meant to encourage ‘Little 
Men’ to reclaim the plantation as theirs.  The theme of vulnerability in these pamphlets draws on 
what William Mazzarella (2009) identifies as one strand of Marxist discourse about modernity 
and affect: 
the Romantic lament for lost aesthetic fullness into a systemic polemic against the bad 
faith embedded in modernity.  The stage, then, is set for a kind of return of the repressed, 
whether in the form of a grand revolutionary reversal or a more inconclusive, but no less 
subversive, ‘haunting’ of the deathly abstractions of modern knowledge by the vitally 
embodied energies they both require and deny (295). 
 
Specifically, the pamphlets recast the common sense meaning of vulnerability to floods from 
simply being about the source of political status for the ‘Little Man’ to being the source from 
which his technical-expertise of the land originates.  In this sense, the pamphlets offer a 
literalized narrative about Guyanese nostalgia for origins (see Ivy 1995), where the colonial body 
politic haunts the postcolonial body politic.   In the pamphlet, socialism’s ‘Little Man’ is equated 
with Guyana’s original non-white property owner and master tiller of the land, the Afro-peasant, 





emancipation.  The ‘Little Man’ is the subject that connects the postcolonial and colonial 
moments by allowing vulnerability to flooding to signify a source of expertise itself.  Through 
this visual and textual narrative, the pamphlets can temporarily recover images and language 
about the plantation as a politically progressive project to promote national modernization.      
 Along with the PNC’s how-to-pamphlets, transcripts of Burnham’s speeches were widely 
distributed by the Party.  One of the most acclaimed was a transcript of his national address 
called the “Sophia Declaration.”  In 1974, on a thriving plantation estate on the outskirts of 
Georgetown called Sophia, Burnham announced his step-by-step plan to nationalize the sugar 
industry with co-operative farming schemes complemented by co-operative housing schemes.  
The Party’s immediate task, Burnham noted in the declaration, was “to bind [the nation’s] 
wounds”, that underlined the 1951-7 racial-political split between the predominately Afro-
Guyanese supporters of the PNC and the predominately Indo-Guyanese supporters, of his 
political rival Jagan’s PPP.           
 Burnham cautioned that his interests were not in making supporters of the Party “[to be] 
little Caesars giving orders.  Rather, they must inspire and in proper cases, give leadership by 
work example and personal involvement” (Burnham 1974: 3.6).  Rather, Burnham envisioned 
the reproduction of ‘Little Men,’ with all warped gendered appeals aside, to take place on co-
operative land plots located on abandoned plantation estates.  Many of these estates were 
recently acquired by the state from Booker & McDonnell Co., which slowly divested in Guyana 
within years of the race-union riots of the 1960s.  These riots, Burnham suggested, worked 
against his “fond memories of an old political alliance between races [and] work against British 
power” (1.10).  Burnham’s outline for a postcolonial Guyana, thus, involved recognizing the 





 Burnham envisioned that many of the abandoned estates were to be transformed into 
housing schemes.  For example, the 1970 Housing Development Act legalized cooperative 
housing settlements on “State Land” (land that was once “Crown” Land or land that was never 
given a title or abandoned of ownership before 1966).  While people were encouraged to join 
cooperative self-help groups, low-income families were also encouraged to rent housing through 
the state.  Given that it cost approximately G$259 per month to qualify for these self-help 
groups, and that the average Guyanese mortgage was about $30,000-35,000, it would have 
required an annual income of over $7,000 for an average person to finance a mortgage.  The 
amount was well over the average income of $2,800 of an urban low-income household in 1970s 
Georgetown (Hanson 1981 quoted in Peake 2005: 126).        
 However, by the mid-1980s, a co-operativist vision of housing was fading fast.  There 
was a shortage of government-issued rental properties, rent rates were stagnant (between G$5-60 
per month), and the state was even unaware of exactly how many settlements were rented (a 
range spanning from 2,000 to 7,000 since 1970) (127).  Undoubtedly, under an increasing 
national debt, the Guyana Co-operative Mortgage Finance Bank could no longer support 
subsidizing mortgages for cooperative home owners nor could government agencies readily 
finance the development of infrastructure works/repair of many of the new housing schemes.  
With the introduction of structural adjustment programs and the transition to a PPP-led 
government with a commitment to a “market-driven” economy the government ended its 
services to self-help cooperative housing.  In its place was the drafting of policies for basic social 
welfare programs to support privatized low-income housing.  But many urban, low-income 
residents decided not to opt into the new low-income housing plan and instead decided to squat 





 The place where Burnham announced his dreams of co-operativism, the Sophia 
plantation, became a caricature of itself by the early-1990s as Guyana transitioned out of 
socialism.  According to some of Sophia’s first residents, PPP constituents of the government 
encouraged Guyanese to move onto the abandoned plantation even though much of the land was 
still occupied as a sugar estate under the Guyana Sugar Corporation Inc. (GUYSUCO).  As more 
people migrated to the area, residents with the help of private contractors built roads and bridges 
to accommodate what by then was quickly becoming a residential as opposed to a mixed 
agricultural-residential area.  As Sophia expanded, GUYSUCO began to lobby the national 
government to restrict settlement of what was, according to one longtime Sophia resident “a 
systematic yet ad hoc occupation of land” (Marks n.d.).       
 It was in many ways, “the pressure of the establishment [state] coupled with the sheer 
number of persons who were now joining the ‘vanguard’ [PNC and PPP alike] in their quest for 
property ownership that helped to galvanize [Sophia residents to] gain visible support, while 
benefiting from advocacy in various circles in the society” (Marks: 2).  Squatters in large 
numbers began to pool their resources together to cut down dense “bush” that the state was 
unwilling to clear, in the hopes of convincing government agencies to begin to survey the area to 
identify land plots.   Eventually, the state incorporated Sophia into a “Squatter Regularization 
Program”: temporally legalizing squatting in the area to encourage residents to make use of the 
land registry system and the then growing industry of privatized mortgage lenders (Edwards 28: 
2005).  This temporary amnesty on squatting lasted over a decade.   It was only by the early-
2000s, that land plots began to be systematically documented in the national land registry.  
Squatting in Sophia was a practice of land ownership that came to define a politics about 





postsocialist Guyana (see also Humphrey and Verdey 17: 2004).     
 The uneven outcomes of the Sophia Declaration and housing schemes reveal that each 
citizen had a way to learn how to become experts of the land, whether as urban house owners or 
rural small farmers.  This expertise was built-up through activities such as national trench 
cleanings and walks.  Indeed, it is by virtue of the dynamics of ‘Little Men’s’ mutual 
vulnerability to floods that property reform could once again be attempted in Guyana under 
Burnham.  But, unlike the post-emancipation and PAC pre-independence property reforms, 
under Burnham’s socialism, the ‘ordinary affect’ he drew on was not only “a means of coping 
with the contradictions of colonial identity; rather, it was an indispensable component of [it]” 
that he found productive to usher in a “modern” nation-state (Rutherford 2009).   To a certain 
extent, it is clear then that the outcomes of Burnham’s policies failed to make this point clear, 
and that vulnerability was, in fact, a generative, if not necessary marker of citizenship.  A brief 
glimpse at Burnham’s failed property reform and the forms of ordinary affect this failure entailed 
helps us account for why today places like Sophia thrive despite the odds.    
Between a Promise and a Trench         
 The first squatters to move in to Sophia under the postsocialist PPP administration 
remember being promised by the state ‘free-hold’ titles (private property titles that unlike 
transport titles do not make a distinction between rights to front land and back land proper).  
Thinking about the early years of Sophia, a community council leader expressed to me how he 
has yet to experience the threat of seizure that many early “illegal” residents faced.  He 
recounted this luck, “Now I got a title.  That title guarantee[s] I live here.  It took time.  But 
people [before me] worried about police raids.”  Under the ownership of GUYSUCO, the Sophia 





eviction by army and police force was so prevalent that people took to hiding in trenches and 
“submerge[ing] [themselves] under waterweeds” to avoid being arrested or have their homes 
permanently seized (Edwards 28: 2006).        
 Squatters’ suspicion over the legality of such force grew as it became evident that the 
government’s decision to temporarily legalize squatting was a social contract enacted between a 
promise and a trench. “The PPP [when they came into office] promised we get titles.  The PNC 
wasn’t happy.  They [PNC] didn’t want us there; that made them look bad, like the PPP gave us 
what they [PNC] promised but never [could deliver],” explained one long-time Sophia resident.  
But even with the transition of the PPP into rule by 1992, not everyone received titles as 
promised.  Although it was public knowledge that titles sat in limbo, thousands of people 
continued to pour into Sophia.  Many of these people settled the North End of the area, 
expanding Sophia’s residential boundaries adjacent to the Environmental Protection Agency’s 
Office and the PNC Headquarters.   Sophia functioned as a space that embodied citizens’ 
putatively shared political sympathy as well as vulnerability.  The expansion of neighborhood 
boundaries coupled with the sheer number of rural migrants who settled in such a short period of 
time has led many to speculate that Sophia was the fastest growing and largest squatter 
community in the Caribbean during the 1990s.        
 At first glance, the story of Sophia’s settlement reads as one about (dis)possession.  
Under Burnham’s socialism, squatters were understood as a segment of the urban poor who were 
citizens that were in need of protection through co-operative housing.  But since 1992, with the 
privatization of the housing market, squatters have been marked as the cause rather than as the 
symptom of failed market approaches to a now transitioning market economy.  Sophia continues 





many of these people intend to forever squat or to eventually purchase a land deed is not clear.  
Despite the consistent flow of people there is as yet no coherent national land tenure policy or 
orders that stipulate the rights or privileges of squatters in transition to becoming land owners.
51
   
But Sophia, as a haphazardly reclaimed abandoned plantation estate and bush, has become an 
urban place of a most curious sort. In Sophia wooden one-room multi-family shacks and two-
story concrete single family homes, paved and mud roads, burgeoning small businesses and 
corner rum shops, communal pastures and elaborate kitchen gardens, all coexist. 
 Despite its political significance resulting from its large and racially mixed population of 
just over 20,000 people, Sophia lost its colloquial status as a “village” in recent years.   The 
publication of censuses and maps in the early-2000 tentatively included the settlement within the 
city boundaries of Georgetown.
52
   But while Sophia may have been written into censuses and 
maps as part of the city it does not have an active political constituency that represents it as a part 
of the Georgetown municipality.  Sophia has neither Community Democratic Council nor 
Neighborhood Democratic Council members represented in parliament.
53
   As a consequence, 
                                                          
51Guyana’s national land tenure policy has come to hinge on administrating land titles to people in places 
like Sophia. By 1999, Central Housing & Planning Authority counted this policy as having a backlog of 
over 20,000 cases dating back to 1993.  It also hinges on whether or not the near twenty percent of the 
low income urban population that is categorized in the most recent census as “homeless” eventually 
decide to buy into state-led self-help housing programs or opt to squat in areas like Sophia or, as is more 
often the case, in public parks or on dams.  
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Although no formal census has detailed the racial-ethnic breakdown of Sophia, the racial-ethnic 
integration within the area is quite striking.  Even within Georgetown, and especially within coastal rural 
villages, communities are still heavily segregated along ethnic-racial and class lines.  This is a divide that 
dates back to the sugar estate and union riots of the 1950s-60s.  Before these riots, many people attest that 




Neighborhood Democratic Councils (NDCs), recommended by colonial government officials (as the 
Marshall Proposal) in the 1950s but was eventually institutionalized under the Burnham administration in 





Sophia functions as formally institutionalizing an urban-rural dichotomy within its borders.   
Colloquially it is recognized as part and parcel of the city while its population retains village 
privileges without being constitutionally recognized as an electoral body.        
 For many Sophia residents this distinction informs more than just property and electoral 
law. As a place still overwhelmingly viewed by the public and government officials as a squatter 
settlement, Sophia has been on the receiving end of state policy to improve and regularize 
housing.  As a consequence, Sophia residents have reaped the benefits of national urban housing 
policy geared toward affordable housing while bearing the brunt of the social stigma of being 
“delinquent.”  For example, an intense state-led anti-squatting campaign in recent years has 
included marking public parks with signs and billboards that read “No Squatting Zones” and “No 
Littering.”  These are campaigns which have supposedly represented squatters as “responsible 
for 80 percent of garbage found in city canals” (Kaieteur Staff September 10, 2010) which many 
city officials despair as the root “cause” of flooding in Georgetown.  The threat of the 
“delinquent” citizen has been further traced by policy makers from the antidote to the statistic.   
Government reports estimate that the “domestic overuse” of land plots has contributed to a well-
over sixty percent increase in the number of flood events in and around Georgetown since the 
early-1970s (Pelling 2003).  The supposed combination of the squatter’s illegal and excessive 
use of land plots and the irrigation and drainage grid have become metaphors for national 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
interests of citizens within a given “neighborhood” to national institutional bodies. The system included 
four branches: Community Democratic Councils (CDCs) report to NDCs; NDCs report to Regional 
Democratic Councils (RDCs); and RDCs to the Office of the Prime Minister/President.  Although the 
intent of NDCs/RDCs was to offer a way to efficiently decentralize the allocation and distribution of state 
resources and power across Guyana (see Sessional Paper No. 3/69, 1968-72. 2nd Parliament of Guyana 
under the Constitution of Guyana, 1st Session 1969 Memorandum by the Minister of Local Government 
on Local Government Reform, September 1969) in practice the system did not often work this way.  
Critics of the system suggest that the formation of these different levels of ‘central’ governing bodies 
reporting back to the Office of the Prime Minister allowed Burnham to further secure ‘unconstitutional’ 
control over local governing bodies, diminishing what was already viewed by many to be a dubious 





property reform that has yet to be fully realized.        
 These practices of seemingly bound-less urban dwelling are also a tool for policing rural 
dwelling.  Guyana by the mid-1980s was split into ten regional districts in Burnham’s efforts to 
decentralize the distribution and management of public resources and services throughout the 
country.  Consequently, neighborhoods within Georgetown were reorganized around, for 
example, municipal drainage and irrigation groups.  However, most rural villages did not 
experience the same shift in bureaucracy, despite the allocation of resources, technicians, and 
government offices to these areas to do so.  As one rural resident who frequents Sophia put it to 
me, “There is no [state] code [there like in the city]” you have your land and you build-up your 
house.  Village life is easy and is organized not so much around ‘rules’ but around how people 
‘collaborate’ to make land work.”  Or, in recognizing all of the services and amenities urban 
dwellers have, many rural residents I spoke to morally chastised Sophia residents for their lack of 
cleanliness.  For example, many rural migrants now living in Sophia remember how in their natal 
villages an overwhelming number of people burned or buried their waste in their backyards and 
did not clog waterways with garbage.          
 This nostalgic vision for rural life has seemingly come to buttress the relationships 
between social and environmental; urban and rural; and bureaucratic and everyday experiences 
of vulnerability.  The distinction has done much conceptual work to not so much as exclude but 
to incorporate the figure of the squatter into a national imaginary about vulnerability.  Sophia 
residents, while living an urban existence in many ways, do not reap the benefits of municipal 
bureaucracies and services.  This exclusion leaves them to invent their own modes of 
bureaucracy to supplement for where the state has failed to provide.  In attending to claims about 





Sophia typify a field of exception, but at the same as exemplary of what vulnerability looks like 
in Guyana.   Sophia is both inclusive and exclusive of the urban and the rural and of the 
environmentally “aware” and “unaware.”  These conditions result in squatting symbolically, 
spatially, and functionally exceeding its “illegal” and “legal” status (Lefebvre 2003; Bach 2010) 
Documenting the Moat 
Years after Guyana’s 2005 disaster NGOs like the Red Cross still periodically visit 
Sophia.  With laptops, video cameras, and voice recorders in hand, they gather data to conduct 
household disaster preparedness surveys to assess how exactly the 2005 flood waters impacted 
“quality of life” for people.  The purpose of these surveys is to describe what post-disaster 
Sophia has accomplished and not accomplished to “reduce vulnerabilities in the home” to 
prepare for future disasters.  The surveys are similar to the ones discussed briefly in Chapter 1 
where the site of improvement and assessment is the citizenry’s body and self-care and not 
bureaucratic and institutional bodies. The surveys are a reflection of what has become of urban 
environments and property.  They do not guarantee the reduction of vulnerability in Sophia.  
Rather, they have made its reduction contingent on educating citizens about what it means to be 
a model property owner who can learn how to live with vulnerability.     
 As I have outlined above, since the 1992 national elections, Sophia has yet to receive a 
complete land survey, networks of roads, electrical grids, or irrigation and drainage.  In recent 
years large grants from the UN for much needed infrastructure and affordable housing projects 
were meant to supplement where the state has failed to provide.  But more often than not these 
projects have never moved past their initial stages.  Resembling ruins, the project sites that dot 
Sophia’s landscape are marked with excavators and bulldozers which line open pits, half 





completely ignored as environmental hazards by residents. Instead, they have become sites for 
inspection toward their push for property reform.        
 I came to know John, a Sophia resident, well during my time in Guyana.  One afternoon 
we walked the back end ruins of Sophia’s North Field section.  We were completing door-to-
door vulnerability assessments reports for the local Red Cross.  Unmanicured lawns and back 
alleyways resembling dense forest, canopied in bush and caked in deep pockets of quicksand-like 
cow manure, were barriers to the families that we needed to question and the houses that we 
needed to enter.  John insisted that we start from the backend, looping around the most remote 
areas of North Field first so that our day could end at a quick pace.  We first came upon John’s 
friend Seetha’s house, which was surrounded by a wide trench that resembled a moat.   
 The trench was filled with large, green lily pads--a species name Victoria Regia, 
originally discovered by the 19
th
 century British explorer-botanist Robert Schomburgk on an 
expedition into British Guiana’s and Brazil’s Amazon.  Upon Schomburgk’s return to 
Georgetown, plant seeds accidently found their way into city canals, a disaster in its own right 
that has lingered into the present day.  Its thick leaves aid in clogging trenches and congesting 
the passage of water (Stabroek Staff Writer 2011).  Brown wooden blocks protruded from the 
trench.  They were barely visible past the leaves.  They marked a discrete pathway from the 
public road to the front doorsteps of Seetha’s house.  Unsure of how to cross the trench, we 
walked around to the backside of the house where the trench narrowed.  A woman stood on the 
top of the house’s front steps, patiently watching us figure out how to enter the home.  
Eventually, growing tired of our hesitation to jump the trench, a boy yelled out of the house’s 
window, suggesting that we return to the wooden blocks and walk carefully to the front door.  





surveys John and I carried: “[Is your] family aware of risk reduction measures?  If so, “do [they] 
know the dangerous and safe areas in [the] neighborhood?”  In this instance of walking the 
trench, domestic and public spaces were reconstituted as both challenges to and openings for 
dialogues about vulnerability as well as the surrounding environment’s past and future.   
 The three of us sat on the house’s spiral staircase that precariously extended out and 
hovered over the trench.  Seetha greeted us, followed by a quip about how her house is 
miraculously still “floating”. Seetha’s house was the stuff of legend and so the subject of much 
talk in Sophia.  It was a wide one-story wooden structure balanced on thin wooden stilts, with a 
one-room concrete “bottom flat” under construction.  Her house epitomized what many residents 
called “dumb luck.”  She squatted on her land for years while she patiently combed through the 
National Land Registry Office to secure and submit the required forms to own a plot.  While 
weighing through this process, she eventually built up her home from random scrap metal and tin 
into a wooden one floor and multi-room home.  However, she did not realize that she was 
building a house on a sinking plain with a slope lower than other neighboring plots because there 
was no existing land survey of her plot.  Over the years, the steep slope has allowed runoff from 
many of the nearby trenches to find its way onto her property, making it resemble a medieval 
castle surrounded by a moat.  John only needed a single sentence to describe the scene, 
“[Seetha’s house] is what vulnerability really looks like”.         
 The surveys John and I carried that day were developed by residents of Sophia with the 
support of volunteers from Guyana’s Red Cross. The surveys were based on the Red Cross motto 
“the future of [our] common home” and were produced through monthly planning meetings with 
Sophia residents and Red Cross workers.  Sophia residents identified and decided on what 





rough index of the entire community’s capacity to manage vulnerability.  These planning 
sessions were supplemented by routine disaster preparedness exercises--such as bi-monthly CPR 
training workshops and trench cleanings.  The skills and knowledge gained from these 
community sessions were meant to inform residents’ home life.  These skills included retrieving 
water from wells or rain vats, instructions on how to use and clean a latrine, and how to properly 
clean a trench.  The surveys made room for a special type of engagement with the domestic that 
apparently meant that the politics over ‘who should be let to die’ (Foucault 2004) circulate well 
beyond the power of institutional bureaucracies like the Red Cross.  On the other hand, these 
politics have enacted another important point, namely: if a squatter figures out how to live within 
the rule of these institutions the way that she wants, would she no longer be a squatter?  Wherein, 
then, would a squatter belong?         
 For the typical Sophia squatter it is hard to find a space to fit in even in a “self”-authored 
household survey.  A sense of confusion emerged for many Sophia residents over this process of 
auto-narration. During a number of Red Cross meetings residents created dictionaries of key 
terms for “vulnerability capacity assessment” reports.  They participated in discussions about the 
functional distinctions between categories of “vulnerability” and “capacity.”   
vulnerability: The characteristics of a person or group in terms of their capacity to
 anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the impact of natural or man-made
 hazards… 
 
capacity:  The characteristics of a person or group in terms of their capacity to anticipate,
 cope with, resist and recover from the impact of natural or man-made hazards…  
 
Residents were encouraged to add their comments and ideas into the margins of the assessments. 
Many people would dictate and one person would record.  Their marginal notes were important, 
Red Cross workers insisted.  Ultimately, residents would use the notes to identify the key items 





community center.            
 In a racially-mixed and politically-divided area such as Sophia, Red Cross consultants 
reminded residents that having Sophia as a test case site for the household surveys would 
contrast greatly with Lusignan (a nearly exclusive Indo-Guyanese rural village) and Lethem (a 
predominately Amerindian interior-frontier city near the Guyana-Brazil boarder).  Red Cross 
consultants insisted that the very racial heterogeneity of the urban floodplain made feedback 
from Sophia all the more important to represent.  In such places where floods manifest 
themselves as ‘racial-political’ hazards, and where the flow or congestion of water is constantly 
charged by the power of a vote, it is not all that difficult to see why residents wanted to draw 
maps that seemingly work hard to redesign the floodplain.  And yet at the same time they were 
all too aware how limited the assessments were.       
 These limitations played out in contradictory ways.  On the one hand, residents described 
their past experiences with family members draining clogged trenches while making time to help 
their neighbors during the post-disaster clean-up efforts in 2005.  On the other hand, residents 
used stories about “stingy” and “discriminate” donations made by local political and religious 
organizations to some families and not others as examples to explain how “unnecessary outside 
conflict” thwarted Sophia’s collective odds at post-disaster survival.  In this context, 
“vulnerability” and the “capacity” to speak about it are constituted through acts of both social 
exclusion and inclusion.  Along the floodplain, one is faced with a condition where speech marks 
action: texts and rules outlining what constitutes vulnerability conditions a Sophia resident to 
speak or even claim to be vulnerable in the first place.  Through this bureaucratic tool called 
surveys, language becomes not a point of separation between politics and life (Agamben 1998) 





 John ticked off the box “Yes” on Seetha’s survey under the question: “Do you feel [your 
family and community] are prepared in the event of a disaster?” as she continued her story about 
how water from the trench spilled onto her porch after last week’s heavy rains.  Assessments 
morphed into jokes as John playfully chastised Seetha, questioning her as to how it is possible 
that she can look after all of her pets.  He pointed to the cats and dogs sitting next to furniture 
piled near the construction site of her “bottom flat.”  Since the trench is clogged with lily pads 
she relies on other signs of life to alert her when there is or will be a flood.  As Seetha explained, 
the dogs and cats protect the furniture. When they jump on top of the furniture she knows when 
rain will fall and stay.  If there is time before a flood, Seetha, her children, and friends move the 
furniture to safety before the water gets too high.  She describes her choice to either shelter her 
children, herself, or her things.  Everything that does not fit into her house must go outside next 
to the bottom flat, with the hope that the floor of the house will protect most of the furniture from 
becoming too damp from the rain.  Seetha takes chances in recognizing that there is an order to 
preparing things.  There is both a rigorous methodology as well as a great deal of 
experimentation involved in deciding what is most important to live with as well as to live 
without.             
 The choice between having to live with or without is a more mundane one than the 
rigorous tally marks the survey might let on.  Seetha’s preparation to “live without” carries with 
it a sense of alertness about a possible future that can be cultivated to be different from her 
present conditions.  As John completed the survey, Seetha reminded us again that she wanted to 
eventually move into a nicer home.  The pieces of furniture that she salvages in the meantime 
help her toward achieving this goal.  The salvaged furniture is evidence, perhaps, not of her 





dream of eventually having a “good life” that has thus far eluded her.  As John completed his 
tallies, the staircase creaked as Seetha’s children dressed in pants suits and dresses ran down the 
stairs.  “They go to church in town every Sunday…sometimes I go”.  On this occasion, it 
appeared that John’s tally of Seetha’s loss failed to account for what Seetha and her children 
periodically gain when they leave home in an attempt to acquire new things and enchantments in 
the center of town.  Technical language, perhaps, can befuddle.  When details are ignored the 
function of statements can be missed.  A language of vulnerability found in household surveys is 
indeed the language of the home--meant to supplement for the legal language of property reform 
that has thus far eluded the majority of citizens in postcolonial Guyana.  It is an important rule of 
the game of survival to be able to speak this language, as well as to know when not to speak it.
 As Seetha’s case suggests, not all Sophia residents are equally represented in these 
household surveys.  Often, small, dilapidated and overcrowded households like Seetha’s become 
the model site for the Red Cross’ interventions in the first place.  In the terms of the Red Cross, 
homeowners like Seetha are expected to transform their passivity as well as their domestic labor 
into immaterial labor.  In this sense, the household surveys construct a type of citizen who is 
feminine, perennially willing and able to serve, a femininity that can automatically reproduce 
expertise of the Red Cross while filling in the gaps left by the absence of public services.  The 
surveys inspire quite the opposite of the ‘Black masculinity’ that Burnham-era socialism secured, 
by popularizing nationalisms through ‘naturalizing’ the ‘home’ as the site for nurturing 
productive male waged labor, respectability, as well as the rebirth of the Caribbean nation-state 
(Alexander 1994).
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 But at the same time, John’s work canvassing Sophia for environmental hazards and 
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 I explore this point further in Chapter 6 around the ways in which the Georgetown beautification 
campaigns to increase tourism has disciplined urban space around new notions of ‘respectability’ that 





helping people like Seetha fill-out household surveys marshals his expertise around a new sort of 
labor regime.  It is different from what Rodney identified as a ‘resistant’-communal labor, what 
Jagan under PAC described as estate labor or what Burnham demanded of ‘Little Men’ 
contributing to Guyanese socialism and modernization.  John and Seetha gladly works because 
of the sense of loss and distrust he has toward politicians as a Sophia resident who lived through 
the “unrealized promises” of PNC socialism as well as the PPP squatter “legalization” programs 
of the early-1990s.  By living in Sophia, John, like Seetha, finds himself in limbo, at once 
fulfilling many of the very demands spelled out in the Sophia Declaration, as well as 
amalgamating the financial and existential loss of living in a place wrecked by disastrous floods.  
 I took numerous walks with John filling out surveys.  During these walks he often spoke 
of the surveys as documenting all those unrealized promises as well as affording him an avenue 
by which to regain a sense of agency in his living situation.  Writing and completing surveys 
were moments when rights-bearing citizens like John and Seetha transformed themselves into the 
missing links of Guyana’s general economy.  They found themselves not only materially 
disposed but also lacking the assurance that the surveys would make much of a difference.  Their 
survey work embodies the vulnerability to floods that they were working to eradicate as well as 
their commitments to seeing through the stipulations of the property reform.  In this sense, they 
embodied what Andrea Muehlebach (2010) calls the “curious paradox of affective labor, which 
revalues dispensable populations as indispensable” (13).  But at the same time, John’s tally of 
“population based on the collation of a range of abstract factors deemed liable to produce risk” 
allows him to extend himself beyond the uncertain forces of property law and into a zone of 
public recognition as rights-bearing citizens under climate change (Castel 1991: 281).  This 





of immaterial labor central to managing national vulnerability to climate change.     
 Through the Red Cross mantra, “the future of our common home” climate adaptation is 
not conceptualized as merely an individual act.   Rather, it is understood in terms of its social 
function to provide collective environmental security in a given community no matter the level 
of vulnerability within a particular household.  It is precisely this abstraction about the collective 
good that makes completing Red Cross household surveys and everyday domestic work (i.e. 
cleaning house gutters and protecting children) appear to be equivalent acts of unwaged labor, 
allowing people like Seetha to participate in and gain membership as a rights-bearing “citizen” in 
a social community.  From this view, household surveys as much as land deeds are a source of 
alienation for squatters.  They reify vulnerability as an affective state that is reproduced in the 
domestic domain.  Being vulnerable, then, is a site of immaterial labor itself that is most often 
performed by the household’s head which in everyday talk in Sophia is identified as women. 
 For this perspective, the surveys also caricature what Patricia Mohammed has called a 
pathological stereotype of “the Caribbean matrifocal society.”  As Mohammed describes it, the 
failure to successfully (re)produce the household and family life is the “fault of female 
(over)achievers’ ability to simultaneously participate in both public activity and domestic work, 
which has marginalized men from waged labor in the general economy (1998: 24-5).  It is ironic 
then that here we can think of domestic work as the driving force behind the growth of LCDS in 
Guyana, and more generally, a global capitalist market toward climate adaptation.  As we will 
see, however, this unwaged labor involves much more than a citizen learning how to mitigate 
vulnerability.  It also involves transforming it into useful economic activity, namely, to fuel 







One of Sophia’s largest canals and its arteries, the Lamaha Canal, stretches the entire 
length of an area known as B Field.  Along the canal you can encounter numerous patches of tall 
weeds, garbage, broken electrical poles, and rusty frames of abandoned cars adjacent to gardens 
with meticulously-lined rows of leafy greens, plantains, and tubers.  Since many Sophia 
gardeners cannot afford barbed wire their neighbor’s sheep and stray donkeys often gnaw at their 
provisions.  They are unwanted intruders who accentuate the already uncertain work that informs 
kitchen gardening.  Between many of the patches are wooden shacks.  The shacks are mostly 
homes but some are merchants’ stalls used to sell garden produce.  The shacks, when not 
properly built, spill over and block the flow of water in the canal.  When many of the first settlers 
arrived, a handful of plots in the area were designated farming sections.  But today fewer Sophia 
residents choose to garden because of the seemingly high costs and relative uncertainty that 
accompanies cultivation in such tightly-compacted and flood-prone quarters.  For the few who 
do garden, such factors as the timing of lunar cycles, homemade fertilizers and mulches, and the 
reliance on “less finicky” crops matter.          
 If Guyanese “‘Grow More Food’ then the nation will be fed.”  This was a slogan on 
posters I saw hung on a number of food stalls and the community center in Sophia.   Grow More 
Food is a national agriculture campaign spearheaded by the Ministry of Agriculture now in 
accordance with LCDS that integrates cost-efficient agricultural biotechnologies to adapt the 
cash crop market to climate-related risks such as droughts and flooding.   While Grow More 
Food has directed the majority of its attention to commercial farmers it has also reached out to 
small-scale farmers, emphasizing the importance of both urban kitchen gardens to contribute to 





and educational brochures are the key ways Guyanese have come to learn about what climate 
adaptation means to national development.          
 With brochures, seedlings, and fertilizers in hand, Ministry of Agriculture officials 
scurried into a rum shop near the Lamaha Canal in Sophia and spread brochures down on a table.  
They handed out flyers about the importance of kitchen gardens.  Residents ducked their heads, 
inattentively scanned the literature and mumbled that it was strange that they were being lectured 
about gardening.  Visibly frazzled by residents’ lack of interest, the officials took turns 
discussing the importance of being self-sufficient in times of unpredictable weather and 
economy.  Residents began to leave the rum shop as the lecture moved from explaining 
rudimentary irrigation techniques to brief descriptions about the functional uses of fertilizers. 
Agitated by the number of people drifting in and out of the meeting, an official retorted: “We 
were asked to return … you don’t [seem] serious!”  The accusation did not seem to get the 
official very far.  He quickly recalculated his efforts, and turned to lecturing and requested that 
residents itemize the tools they would need to maintain a kitchen garden.     
 “A kitchen garden won’t do me good…But I can use chicklets…goats…” explained a 
man in the back of the rum shop.  Nevertheless, the official asked residents to raise their hands as 
he called out the itemized list of garden tools.  Bird feed, chicklets, along with shovels, fertilizer 
and cutlasses.  As the meeting came to a close a woman dressed in long boots and pants 
interrupted to question “I thought today we were supposed to show you the canal and trenches?”  
The official responded, “No.  We came about seedlings and crops…last meeting [you] said you 
needed [this]….we are from Ministry of Agriculture not NDIA [drainage]; we aren’t engineers.”  
“So,” defiantly replied the woman in long boots.  She went on to question how it was possible 





their exit from the rum shop--could have mistakenly thought that today’s meeting would involve 
a canvass of Sophia trenches similar to the ones spearheaded by the Red Cross. “If I’m wrong 
then when will engineers come?”          
 There was no direct response from the officials other than to remind residents about the 
meeting held the week prior to launch the Grow More Food campaign in Sophia.  Local media 
and residents from all areas of Sophia descended on the Sophia community center for an 
impromptu visit from the Minister of Agriculture and a short demonstration on the agricultural 
biotechnologies being funded through LCDS.  Such work has involved the forward vision of 
agronomists and a little luck.  In the impromptu media blitz in Sophia, the Ministry of 
Agricultural officials offered something innovative but readily comprehensible: a pilot a 
fertilizer project that requires only a little technical-knowledge, a few earthworms and household 
garbage.             
 Agronomists have ventured into experimental work in vermitechnology--organic 
composting with earthworms.  A number of agronomists who led vermitechnology test projects 
with Guyana’s Ministry of Agriculture after the 2005 disaster experimented with 
vermitechnology on cash crops such as okra and cassava, common staples of Guyanese kitchen 
gardens.  Their case studies state that, “[vermitechnology] is an essential part in organic farming 
today.  The earthworms fragment the organic waste substrates, stimulate microbial activity 
greatly, and increase rates of mineralization” (Ansari 2010: 1794).     
 To make vermicompost, a plastic tube is dug into a patch of soil.  Worms and a liquid 
wash are gently flushed through the tube.  After the worms and liquid pass through, a collection 
of excrements and mucus secretion from the worms is collected and then passed through the soil 





“vermiliquid” with particles of waste collected from Georgetown municipal garbage collection 
sites.  Vermicompost is therefore composed of a hybrid of organic matter (as opposed to 
synthetics that often make up chemical fertilizers).  One of the lead soil scientists on the project 
argues that vermicompost along with “improving soil, plant, animal, and human health [working 
as a] sustainable bio-system model” makes “[recycling] and [regenerating] waste into wealth” 
(2008: 334).           
 What we have here is a charter for unpacking the new zones of proximity between 
vulnerability and immaterial labor under Guyana’s economy geared toward climate adaptation.  
To see matters this way is to view kitchen gardening as implicated in a type of biocapital 
(Helmreich 2008) where biological material is increasingly appropriated to produce new life 
forms that have the sole purpose of mitigating human vulnerability to climate change.  Following 
Marx, one might say that vermicomposting is animated by a double fetishism--it generates value 
because it transforms waste into a useable thing while simultaneously imbuing waste with life 
even though it is dead matter.  Labor, here, occurs when a gardener digs, mixes, suctions and 
plants and when worms secrete and decay.  These are acts that give new meaning to the types of 
technical practices, fertilizers, and, by extension, crops that can be counted as adequate 
commodities generated in the Guyanese household.  Therefore, it is unclear whether kitchen 
gardening can be interpreted as a type of labor that is an experience or an expression of 
vulnerability to climate change.  Vermicomposting is just one example of how the use-value and 
exchange-value of biotechnologies are transferrable elements of one another from the view of the 
laboratory (Hayden 2006).  This fantasy of fungibility, as Helmreich argues, is based in an 
assumption about the ‘vital’ quality of labor: 
the sentiment of many biotech boosters has them to believe that biological process itself





 biotech. Biological generativity is configured as accumulated labour power, the products
 of which can be harnessed to create productive futures.  This belief is based, it bears
 emphasizing, on a metaphor: that organisms are labourers… (2008: 474). 
 
Put another way, vermicomposting relegates “reproduction” to the domain of the “natural” 
(Franklin and Ragone 1998; Haraway 1990) while naturalizing vulnerability as a necessary sort 
of social engagement for the generation of biocapital itself.  In other words, the production of 
biovalue extends well beyond the framework of capitalism and into the realm of affective 
economies.  We can see, then, how the Red Cross’ household surveys textually trace the absence 
and future presence of vulnerability that vermicomposting can physically induce on land in 
communities like Sophia.  These traces of vulnerability outlive the timeframe of any given 
community-level project to re-inscribe the vulnerable engagement that persists between humans 
and nonhumans now under the threat of climate-related risks.          
 Back in Sophia, it appeared that only Ministry of Agriculture officials saw much use in 
vermitechnologies.  “Shovels and cutlasses were handed out.  But there weren’t enough for 
everybody [at the last meeting],” stated the woman in long boots and pants at the rum shop in 
Sophia.  “How are we supposed to garden? … We flood… We need clean trenches [to do that].”  
To ease the tension ensuing between the agricultural officials and the woman in the long boots, a 
handful of people standing at the rum shop’s exit chimed in to counter her complaints.  They 
insisted that they were grateful and would make do with the shovels, cutlasses, fertilizer and 
now-promised chicklets.  In return, the officials noted the request for a canvass of the trenches 
and promised to return and clean them.         
 Some weeks after the short-lived idea of a trench walk, I ran into John as I walked near 
the Lamaha Canal on my way to another Red Cross survey meeting at the community center.  He 





cranes dug and moved mud.  Engineers did eventually come to clear the Lamaha Canal and its 
arteries in front of the food stall.  “I still can’t garden.  The water in my yard rises too quick,” he 
explained.  To make do, he occasionally asks friends and neighbors for provisions from their 
kitchen gardens to offset the costs of regularly going to Bourda Market in the center of town.  
That John pointed to the persistent vulnerability in Sophia while also pointing to sporadic public 
service, demonstrates that the irrigation and drainage grid is a “space that escapes from the real 
order of things” (DeBoeck 2011: 278-9).  The canal network offers unstable connections to 
different bodies and locations within and outside of the boundaries of the home, city, village, 
garden, plantation, and so on.  Thus, for people like John, it does not matter whether or not 
certified land deeds, fertilizers, or dictionaries effectively capture his feelings of vulnerability.  
Such seizures are merely contingent for him, mere tactics to help him adapt for an uncertain 
future. 
Conclusion 
I have argued here that vulnerability to climate change in Guyana is anchored in a regime 
of immaterial labor, a regime dependent on voluntary NGO work and domestic labor (like 
kitchen gardening)  associated with climate adaptation projects.  NGOs like the Red Cross 
govern against environmental hazards while relying upon unwaged domestic labor to spur 
property development.  As such, voluntary work such as filling out housing surveys reifies 
vulnerability as an affective social condition that is reproduced through domestic labor. In that, 
they participate in the kinds of activities involved in defining and fixing the cultural content and 
public opinion of LCDS around vulnerability to climate change.  Being vulnerable, then, is a site 
of immaterial labor. NGO’s consolidation of vulnerability around adapting the nation to climate-





 This sort of immaterial labor emerges from a long history over struggles for property 
reform that were enmeshed in de fact racialized networks of technical labor.  The historical 
failure of political oppositional groups to enact substantial property reform in Guyana since 
emancipation is a perennial source of worry for most citizens especially during times of disaster.  
The state has recognized this public anxiety and so has simultaneously garnered political support 
from local NGOs who infiltrated the private sphere with self-help programs to help educate 
citizens about how to manage flood hazards on their property.  These projects work to reassure 
different racial-political constituencies that they are being “taken care of” despite whatever lack 
of currency they may hold within other sectors of everyday and political life.  The projects also 
serve to reassure citizens, especially those that appear “delinquent” or as “squatters” that they are 
rights-bearing citizens within a social community even if they don’t have the right papers or 
deeds to prove it.  But even in their efforts to ‘privatize’ vulnerability around the mandates of 
existing property law and to a lesser extent small-scale agriculture, the state has as of yet  not 
found a successful way to deal with property reform.        
 The great irony unfolding here is that the enthusiasm and desire of citizens to document 
and assess national vulnerability to climate change, to “take matters into their own hands” in 
matters where the state has failed them, has made them more vulnerable to climate-related risks.  
At best, citizens’ participation in these projects hinges on them believing that their labor is 
equivalent to the recognition of property rights, that their documentation of vulnerability equals 
some sort of push toward property reform.  These projects cultivate a sort of sociality that hinges 
on vulnerability as non-political because of the common good that climate adaption measures 
intend to shed light on.  Such sociality enjoins people to a long-term vision of affective 





arranges such attachments around the prospects for the “growth” of the national economy under 
LCDS.  In this sense, Guyanese citizens’ vulnerability to flooding that I have laid out here is as 
much grounded in claims to an abstract notion of climate change as in their recognition of their 
social bonds established over the years as a consequence of their conflicting experiences with 
land ownership.            
 But unlike many scholars of the Caribbean who have emphasized such ownership as 
solely generated by the unequal exchange of capital between the colonizer and the colonized as 
well as between white colonizers, Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese, here I have emphasized 
something else.  Citizens’ claims to land are grounded in the idea that vulnerability is a valuable 
resource within itself that gives them access, albeit unequal access, to participating in the general 
economy.  We will see in the chapters that follow that it is a type of participation that has 
generated a type of affective economy that has made the terms of citizenship a shifting terrain 














CHAPTER 3: SECULAR TIDES         
 One afternoon I returned with an engineer from checking the progress of the EDWC’s 
renovation near the Mahaica River. He took the opportunity to explain his frustration with the 
slow pace of the renovation to me.   “They won’t budge…” he explained, because they think that 
jhandis [Hindu prayers] will stop water from the EDWC from overflowing, pouring into the 
Mahaica, and then flooding their land.   Pejoratively, he elaborated, that although they may pray 
on the Mahaica, they still pollute it and nearby canals with trash, ultimately undermining the 
integrity of his firm’s work on the EDWC.  His frustration became so pointed that he diminished 
the value of his firm’s collaboration with farmers.  He recognized the ethical and professional 
rule of keeping farmers abreast about the technical work on their property.  And yet, he still 
characterized the inefficiency of collaborative work and not the reliance on the jhandis 
themselves as the problem with the renovation.        
 He noted that, as a Hindu himself, even he partially attributes the financial and 
professional success of his engineering firm to the power of jhandis.  For him, seeing his piety as 
mutually exclusive of other’s devotion is not paradoxical.  In fact, marking such a distinction 
gives significance to his experiences as an engineer.  Laughing sheepishly, he quickly narrated a 
story of the last jhandi he attended to demonstrate his piety, before clumsily continuing his 
description of the final phases of renovation.  His fable seemed to convey as much a discomfort 
with his uncertainty about his own professional-scientific commitments as with how these 
commitments compromised his tolerance for others.   I soon began to realize that these 
seemingly opposed interpretations of what constitutes the EDWC’s renovation were contingent 
on one another in the production of a notion of secularism and so a politics of vulnerability in 





 This chapter analyzes how land management and property reform are linked to the 
objectives of secularism in Guyana.  By secularism, I mean an ideology that separates debates 
about the empirical reality of nature as public matters and doubts about this empiricism as 
private matters.  This discursive distinction provides a political instantiation of secularism, while 
also pointing to its place within the context of contemporary scientific practice.  In recent years, 
both within Guyana and globally, secularism has become central to neoliberal environmental 
experiences on several levels.  As the term is used in relation to climate science, secularism 
includes debates between a diverse array of global institutional bodies--from large companies, 
research institutions, political parties, fundamental religious groups, to the public sector and 
nongovernmental apparatuses that they support (Giddens 2011).      
 These debates focus on the validity of climate science and its ability to accurately 
forecast environmental disasters.  More specifically, they have tended to fall along two distinct 
philosophical positions about what it means to be a secularist. To be a secularist entails either 
upholding principles of modern science as a basis to support further scientific investigation for 
more accurate data about a given ecological event or using a premise about ‘scientific 
inaccuracy’ as a foil to propagate particular ideological or theological stances about the place of 
science in the public sphere (Žižeck 2009).  Thus, the label ‘secular’ in these debates is most 
frequently grounded in the belief that if one is a secularist then s/he discriminately applies their 
belief in climate science to their customary beliefs about the world.     
 Careful scrutiny of land management and property reform in Guyana against the 
backdrop of debates about secularism is important because it clarifies the emerging centrality of 
climate science to neoliberalism in the recent transformations between science, law, and religion.  





secularism which reinforces Guyanese engineers’ structural dependence on property law to 
validate the accuracy of their work and epistemological claims about nature.  As my above 
encounter attests, Hindu farmers’ active support for the EDWC’s renovation interferes both with 
their own rituals as well as with engineering sciences, posing a dilemma for land management 
and property reform in post-disaster Guyana.  On the one hand, for some engineers, Hindu 
farmers appear to needlessly complicate what is perceived to be a scientific sphere.  On the other, 
the very idioms that Hindu farmers use to enter this sphere are grounded in discourses that have 
historically secured their subordination to scientific authority. The religious piety that they 
embody is the necessary condition for their enhanced public agency in land management and 
property reform.  For a long time in Guyana’s history, it was not unusual to hear people 
comment on this dilemma, arguing that Hindu farmers (often times conflating them with all 
Indo-Guyanese) are not victims of circumstance, but rather, strategic beneficiaries of a racialized 
(post)colonial property regime.  However, among Guyanese, there has been an increasing 
discomfort with explanations of this sort since the 2005 disaster wreaked unparalleled 
destruction across the entire coastal plain (see Chapter 1).  In an effort to account for this shift in 
perspective, I turn to consider how the category of the secular is represented in contemporary 
applied sciences related to mitigating climate-related risks.        
 In the history of science and political ecology scholarship, often, critiques of secularism 
are muddied with critiques of modernity.  In place of a direct critique of secularism, scholars 
have opted to talk about the “myth” of modernity in propagating the secular aims of science 
(Asad 2003; Taylor 2008).  Consider Bruno Latour’s familiar argument that in EuroAmerica 
modern science has its own rituals of professionalization that are in fact never quite distinct from 





and religion operate from very similar logics of causality (1993).  He assumes that objects--
anything from stones, water, microbes, to animals--“never occupy the position of the thing itself” 
(83) in the world, but instead, occupy positions as objects to be acted on to suit a practitioner’s 
particular gaze or intentions.  This point, about science’s salient connection to the sacred, frames 
the analysis of much scholarship about the “complexity” of modern science.  This scholarship 
casts modernity as a problem about: technological invention and public deliberation (Shapin and 
Schaffer 1998), biotechnologies and political pluralism (Jasanoff 2007), and the key challenges 
involved in assembling science in the Global South to extend the promises of multiculturalism 
(Harding 2011).  Through these critiques of modernity we have come to better understand that, 
like religion, science takes plural forms even though some of these forms may fit uncomfortably 
within liberal thought used to challenge key assumptions about modernity.  These scholars place 
great hope in the ability of science to be administered as an instrument for social transformation.
 This mode of critique assumes that science ensures religious-cultural pluralism in the 
public sphere precisely because it recognizes that the remedies it offers people may ultimately be 
used for a variety of sociopolitical ends.  In other words, private-individual or communally-
bounded interests are contained within the “universalizing” agenda of modern science.  From this 
view, the phrase “we have never been modern” reflects an assumption that science is part and 
parcel of an ideology of secularism. However, the promotion of secularism as a “one size fits all” 
approach to science appears to be an effort of modernity as much as of proselytizing itself.  If 
arguably we live in a world of multiple modernities (Bhabha 2004), than regarded more closely, 
there are presumably overlapping grounds that define a range of relationships that science has to 
secularism.  This is not only to say that there are “varieties of secularism” (Warner, 





Rather, varying scientific traditions at once constitute cosmologies, practices, regimes of 
images/instruments, and techniques of textual interpretation that take a particular stance about 
secularism.  This stance ultimately frames the possibilities of scientific practice itself and its 
place in the world.          
 This chapter outlines the ways in which the secular aims of hydraulics is called into 
question between schools of engineering as well as across the general public in Guyana.  It 
begins by considering the role of climate science about sea-level rise in complicating the 
EDWC’s renovation.  Specifically, engineering in Guyana lends itself less to formal 
experimentation and more to methods of deduction that within the fields of the physical sciences 
have historically been grounds to claim that a field is “less scientific” than others.  Engineers’ 
arguments about the objectivity of their method are therefore reliant on the ways in which they 
observe the relationship between varying ecological, hydrological and climatic ‘forces’ as facts 
about future flood events.  Here, engineers make claims about empiricism more through talk 
about their individuated experiences observing the EDWC’s catchment and nearby rivers and 
less about general theories of hydrodynamics.         
 This empirical view is followed with an historical view of the place of the EDWC’s 
renovation in relation to past water control projects in Guyana (1930s-early ‘60s).  During this 
period, the place of institutional engineering practices was on the fringe of water control 
management.  Specifically, state-sponsored engineers equated expert water control management 
with “civilized-Missionary” culture to counter what appeared to them to be an uncontrollable 
proliferation amongst the general population of relying on “traditional” instead of “expert” 
practices for water control.  A reading of the “political theology” of engineering is in order here 





sacred to legitimize domains of expertise.  Along these lines, I detail how engineers forged their 
objectives for modernizing water control with missionaries, thereby establishing the aims of state 
territorial and scientific expansion around blurred domains of expertise.     
 The chapter ends by returning to the EDWC’s water catchment in order to illustrate what 
a political theology of engineering looks like in the present.  I focus on how Hindu farmers’ 
collaborations with engineers on the EDWC’s renovation rely on both religious doctrine and 
scientific expertise to manage their land.  In doing so, however, these farmers are confronted 
with the obstacle of following water allocation schedules which do not necessarily adhere to their 
Hindu notions of nature, agency, and time which are central to their belief in jhandis.  I argue 
that what is at play here is a Guyanese notion of secularism defined by the ways in which people 
are able to make their ‘ethnic-religious’ knowledge about nature fit within the aims of 
institutional science in order to challenge inequities of Guyanese property law and climate-
related risks.              
The Limits of Deduction         
 Call me distracted, divided, or even dazed but as I was thrown around in the back 
passenger seat of a wide pickup truck speeding toward the EDWC, I wondered how yet another 
trip into a back dam to view an earthen pit would render a clearer narrative as to what caused the 
coastal plain to flood in 2005.  I was not alone.  The engineers swaying back and forth around 
me were also preoccupied with narratives that would allow them to draw up accurate surveys to 
aid in renovating the EDWC.  We were all a bit dazed that morning.  I was because even nearly a 
year and a half into fieldwork I was still not used to the coast’s early morning heat despite the 
ocean’s breeze rushing in through the open windows of the pickup truck.  Meanwhile the 





about their reluctance to be affiliated with the project, recognizing that as retired “old heads” of a 
lost generation of professional-craft, they were mistakenly pigeonholed by the head engineers of 
the renovation to merely contribute ‘quality control’ and not ‘expert commentary.’   Their banter 
and my fatigue continued as the pickup truck tumbled over the unpaved roads surrounding vast 
rice and cash crop fields.         
 The day’s trip included a project meeting to discuss recently completed hydrographic 
surveys of channels adjacent to the EDWC.
55
   The engineers I accompanied were already 
briefed a few days prior about the findings of the surveys.  The results had suggested that 
boulder-sized blocks of sediment and mud needed to be moved in order for the EDWC’s 
embankment to be realigned for the purpose of enlarging the EDWC’s storage capacity.  To 
recall, the technical debates surrounding the cause of the 2005 disaster focused on why and how 
it was that high intensity rainfall events resulted in water rising above the maximum storage level 
capacity of the EDWC.  However, up-to-date hydrographic surveys of the EDWC and its 
adjacent water channels were non-existent until fairly recently, with the aid of technical and 
financial support from the UN and foreign consultants (see below).  Without readily available 
up-to-date surveys, engineers have not had the data to tell the story about the smallest dynamics 
occurring within the EDWC and its catchment that affect the character of a flood event.   
 “We don’t know where water is coming and when a lot of it goes [once it enters and 
leaves the EDWC],” explained an engineer close to the renovation.  His description accounts for 
the EDWC as one massive, 200-square-mile black box that “runs” the entire canal grid along the 
coast.  The EDWC stands in as the head “switch” of this entire grid of intermediary canals, dams, 
rivers, and small conservancies.  Rivers flow in at a number of strategic points along the EDWC, 
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filling it with water.  Eventually this water is periodically released by engineers into adjacent 
canals to supply Georgetown’s potable water needs and nearby farms’ irrigation needs.  
Although engineers know that these rivers supply the EDWC, there is no consistent or accurate 
historical record that documents the rate at which water from these rivers is actually stored and 
released.  For this reason, many of the hydrographic surveys engineers conduct remain an art of 
deduction: educated guesswork based on experience observing the coastal plain as opposed to a 
generalizable procedure of calculation.  In his history of the emergence of modern Western 
hydrodynamics and hydraulics from the 1700s-early 20th century, Olivier Darrigol (2009) 
describes that: 
There were many socio-professional worlds of flow, which may be arranged into two
 categories: one comprising the academic elite of mathematics… another including the
 practice men of hydraulics...Although the founders of hydrodynamics belonged to the
 first category, they hoped to serve the world of engineers as part of their pursuit of the
 enlightenment ideal of a rational unification of knowledge.  The new hydrodynamics
 largely frustrated this desire.  It is indeed a cliché of the history of fluid mechanics that
 until the twentieth century at least two separate disciplines of flow existed
 hydrodynamics and hydraulics -which implied utterly different methods and professional
 identities, and which evolved independently of each other.  Whereas hydrodynamicists
 applied advanced mathematics to flow rarely encountered by engineers, hydraulicians
 used simple empirical or semi-empirical formulas that defied deeper theory (vi). 
 
This split, Darrigol argues, has come to characterize contemporary hydraulics worldwide, where 
much of the practice outside of experimenting with the parameterizations of hydraulic models 
involves deductive practices.  They include practices based on understanding the relationship 
between the hydrodynamics of flow and the particular ecology of a given space or landscape.   
This belief in theoretical transfer across practitioners in modeling and engineering has marked 
hydraulics off from other sciences for its emphasis on a deductive as opposed to experimental 
approach.  This distinction subtly informs as a “theory” of hydraulics as the division of labor 





 It has taken engineers nearly six years since the disaster, playing with various existing 
data sets--from rainfall, surface water, to evapotranspiration rates--to decide which variables are 
the most important and easily measurable to accurately calculate the storage capacity of the 
EDWC given the availability of local resources.  And yet, a hydrographic survey that does not 
account for all relevant variables has a low probability of accurately accounting for the EDWC’s 
storage capacity.
56
   Engineers’ uncertainty over just exactly what variables to substitute into 
their surveys also reinforces their apprehensions about the validity of deductive methods. From 
their view, there are simply too many unknown variables about the EDWC that need to be 
accounted for, many of which are contingent on one another.  It is precisely this all-or-nothing 
approach that is inherent to the technical practice of hydrographic surveying itself that has forced 
engineers to not alter the hydrographic survey methods per se, but their methods to realign the 
EDWC’s embankments.  The deliberative propositions of surveys hold up a particular worldview 
for engineers of what constitutes the aims of a deductive approach.  From this perspective, it is 
perhaps easier to understand why these surveys can be interpreted as mirroring what Paul 
Rabinow has glossed as central to deductive reasoning: “Finding the means to…balance of 
structure and motion--the issue of form--[which] varies from practice to practice; fortunately 
there seem[s] to be a large, if indeterminable, number of possibilities within each practice” 
(2003: 73).  It is not surprising then that the deductive approach to hydraulics that engineers have 
taken on for the EDWC renovation has come with some push back within Guyana’s engineering 
circles.            
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 The day’s meeting was held at the official dock station of the EDWC.  Canoes and paddle 
boats lined the area around rows of picnic benches and hammocks and the radio station unit of 
the dock station’s patio.  When the two “old head” engineers and I arrived, a small group of 
engineers were already gathered around the picnic tables taking note pads out of their backpacks 
and flimsy blueprints from long white telescoping tubes.  One of the engineers uncoiled 
blueprints from his tube and smoothed them out onto a table.  Intensely interrogating the 
blueprints, he explained to others that the section of the EDWC’s embankment that they are now 
digging involves lifting an enormous amount of sediment.  He went on to explain that he is 
unsure about whether the sediment can be moved and compacted in a nearby area of the 
embankment without that area collapsing.  Recognizing that they needed to realign this section 
of the embankment, the group debated amongst each other about other areas along the 
embankment that could possibly hold the excess weight.  A stream of voices in discontent began 
to rise.  Many speculated whether shifting the excess sediment compromised the structural 
integrity of other nearby or far off channels in the EDWC.  Would these channels also feel the 
“pressure” of displaced mass?   How would this extra pressure affect how much water can be 
stored in these channels?            
 One of the pieces central to solving this puzzle can be located in a new variable engineers 
have incorporated into their hydrologic surveys.   The overwhelming majority of engineers in 
Guyana agree that the most efficient way to manage the release of water from the EDWC is to 
schedule releases with the cycles of tidal currents.  For this reason, the release of water from the 
EDWC is contingent on engineers efficiently releasing water from its channels into adjacent 
canals and rivers that eventually flush water into the outfalls of the Atlantic Ocean.  The release 





high tide sets in.  However, engineers have observed in recent decades that the timing of tidal 
currents has become less consistent due to sea-level rise.  To account for this shift, engineers 
have adjusted their parameterizations of their hydraulic models based on estimates generated by 
the International Panel of Climate Change’s (IPCC) predicted range of global sea-level rise into 
2050, which estimates a rise of 7-36 cm at 4 mm/year.
57
   Tidal currents have encouraged 
engineers to think about a new causal relationship between time and space which has propelled 
them into rather unfamiliar waters.  For example, the majority of engineers have decided that the 
aims of this new model can best be realized if one prime channel is responsible for the majority 
of water released during major events such as floods while other peripheral channels manage 
irrigation and potable water on a regular basis.  Many have argued that this main channel should 
be the Mahaica River, the major river directly aligned at the head of the EDWC.    
 That hot morning on the EDWC’s patio where blueprints became signs of uncertainty and 
contestation rather than signs of documented facts, the engineers recognized that moving 
sediment around on the EDWC’s embankment had limitless consequences.  Their decisions 
about where to move the sediment can therefore be interpreted less so as commitments to 
realizing the overall scientific agenda of hydrographic surveys themselves than as commitments 
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 A hydrographic model maps the hydraulics of water flow through channels--such as dams, canals, and 
rivers.   The data needed to produce such representations are reliant on data from hydrographic surveys.  
Since the 2005 disaster, a number of hydrographic models have already been produced that represent 
different flood scenarios of the EDWC catchment.  However these models are admittedly ‘incomplete’ 
representations; hence engineers are now working to collect more data to help produce more accurate 
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the IPCC’s predictions about sea-level rise.  In order to do this, engineers had to take into account data 
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to seeing through a particular mastery of a landscape.        
 The work involved in mastering this landscape can be divided in two parallel sets of 
objectives and agents.  International consultants are charged with the task of selecting and 
developing the hydrographic models of the EDWC and Mahaica River while Guyanese engineers 
are charged with implementing hydrographic surveys and preparing nearby land for new flood 
relief routes.  For a number of structural reasons (i.e. Guyana’s engineering institutions lack the 
technical resources and expertise to run models and foreign consultants lack familiarity with the 
coastal environment) the labor for the renovation has been delimited this way.  However, this is 
not to say that this division of labor does not have implications beyond the modern division 
between “hydrodynamics” and “hydraulics” that I have already summarized.  For example, I 
often observed Guyanese engineers reminding one another that the importance of their “vulgar” 
work to the overall agenda of the renovation is significant.  Models mean very little without 
accurate data gathered from hydrographic surveys.  “We have used models for years.  This is 
nothing new,” was a recurring statement made by Guyanese engineers with whom I spoke who 
became familiar with the parameters of the new models now accounting for sea-level rise.   
 This division of labor forces Guyanese engineers to draw distinctions.   More 
specifically, they are forced to draw epistemological distinctions.  They are forced to recognize 
hydrographic surveys as representations of deductive inferences about a series of flood events as 
opposed to standing in as material evidence of a flood event itself.  As we saw in Chapters 1 and 
2, in a national context where little data already exists about what constitutes a flood event and 
where a flood event takes place and is always already assumed to be saturated by ideological 
intentions, when engineers admit that this epistemological distinction exists, it is a vulnerable act 





public will make claims about ‘unprofessionalism’ and institutional cultures propagating 
standards of ‘unscientific,’ ‘biased’, and ‘ideological’ propositions.  The point of these 
accusations is to diminish the claims of reason and authority of state expertise in Guyana into the 
lowly realm of apparent witchcraft.  But it is these very accusations that perform both a 
misrecognition and misrepresentation of the concept of hydrodynamics and the practice of 
hydraulics in the name and hope of upholding modern-secular aims of science.         
Model Agents          
 Many engineers affiliated with the EDWC renovation actively critiqued or offered advice 
to international consultants through periodic email and Skype correspondence about the best 
design principles for the hydraulic models.
58
   But ultimately, many Guyanese engineers 
adamantly recognized that the success of the EDWC renovation hinged more on their long-term 
professional commitments to managing the routine maintenance of the EDWC (such as moving 
sediment as we saw above) than to the projected outcomes of the model itself.  Guyanese 
engineers’ concerns with recognizing the distinction between abstraction vs. practice/modeling 
vs. construction, illustrates how models do not so much as represent the reality on the ground 
that scientific practice tries to capture but the technical assumptions as well as limitations of the 
apparatuses being employed to create the models (Gailson 1997).  Guyanese engineers’ 
simultaneous reliance on and skepticism of models, reveals how environmental landscapes 
became fully technological, amendable and transposable across bureaucratic, institutional, 
scientific, environmental, and media formats.        
 In other words, hydrographic surveying and modeling are both unstable scientific 
practices.  This instability is attributable as much to the organizational limits of institutional 
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knowledge about sea-level rise and tidal currents as to the impact of actual flood events on the 
structural integrity of the EDWC itself.  This instability has implications for how engineers have 
come to apprehend the “causal” factors that contribute to the emergence of a flood event across 
space and time.  These factors, so it appears, can be interpreted along the lines of what William 
Connelly (2011) has called a characteristic of the temporal reality of secularism.     
 Connelly argues that secular time is defined by force-fields--“open temporal horizon[s] 
exceeding human mastery and irreducible to both closed naturalism and radical transcendence” 
(71).  In his view, a force-field constitutes a “world of becoming” in which time periodically 
unfolds at varying speeds and degrees based on the purview of different agents’ force-fields.  
Connelly notes that both human and nonhuman agents have force-fields.  When agents interact 
between different force-fields they respond to one another from different subjective perceptions 
of time. For this reason, most interactions between force-fields are marked by an uneven 
distribution of agency.  The split within Guyanese engineering circles over the usefulness of 
models, discursively animates the ways in which different force-fields--tidal currents, sediment, 
sea-level rise, Guyanese and foreign engineers, blueprints, canals, and rivers--have come to 
express a secular temporality around the production of expertise about flood events and climate 
change in Guyana.            
 It is safe to say then that, during my time in Guyana, discussions about the integrity of the 
EDWC were animated less by what can be done to secure it than by at what costs does this 
security entail.  I first encountered this dilemma when I accompanied engineers into agricultural 
and residential areas near the EDWC along the Mahaica River.  Engineers were in the area to 
turn land--dig canals and trenches perpendicular to the river in order to connect plots of land 





easy task.   Digging so close to the embankment of the Mahaica made these plots more 
vulnerable to flooding and the Mahaica a less reliable water release for the EDWC.  
Nevertheless, the canals had to be dug to maintain the plots.   In preparation, engineers drew up 
blueprints to calculate how to level the uneven terrain, so that the newly dug canals would not 
become structurally vulnerable.          
 The dual utility of the area--as a space for both agriculture-residential development and 
flood relief--has forced engineers over the years to see the area as a material instantiation of the 
rather uncertain dynamics of hydrographic surveying and modeling.  The constant appraisal of 
the area by engineers as an agricultural space would seemingly undermine their work renovating 
the EDWC.  Thus, the engineers’ decision to manage the area beyond the instructional limits of 
their existing models is an effect of the unruly bend of the Mahaica River as much as it is a 
formal effect of modeling vulnerability itself. 
A River’s Bend          
 For those engineers renovating the EDWC, the story of the Mahaica River is an irony of 
sorts.  When they tell the story of the Mahaica, they are narrators wrapped in the very tradition of 
a plantation narrative that they are, in fact, intending to deconstruct.  Despite the magnitude and 
scale at which the Mahaica flooded in 2005 and continued to do so almost every rainy season 
since, it is colloquially recognized by engineers and the general public as a “creek” because of its 
minute size relative to other neighboring rivers.  One of the smallest coastal rivers, it remains 
overshadowed in local transportation and trade networks by the Essequibo (approximately 300 
miles), Demerara (267 miles), and Berbice (250 miles) Rivers.  But because it is located next to 
the EDWC, it has earned a special status within the Guyanese engineering imaginary as a reliable 





runs up against histories that are steadfast in their vision of the practical utility of the river as 
they are in their vision of the ecological conditions that characterize its unruly river.  Outside of 
the scattered histories of Amerindian “mound” farming and the early Dutch and British 
plantations (Meggers 1952) there are very few recorded histories about the Mahaica. Engineers 
are therefore forced to return again and again to rediscover it anew when a flood hits.  
 Along the heart of the coastal plain near its outfalls, the seasonal flow of the Mahaica 
River converges with the choppy waves of the Atlantic Ocean.  The Demerara and the Berbice 
rivers flow directly west and east of the Mahaica.   Since the Demerara and Berbice rivers’ lower 
watersheds overlap with the upper watersheds, the origin of the Mahaica remains difficult to 
trace.   While in search of its headwaters, engineers have had to rely on data about the river’s 
lower watershed in order to understand its general ecology.   The Mahaica’s estuary (a transition 
zone between river and oceanic environments) is met with a large sandbank that runs parallel to 
the Atlantic coast.  Engineers have no bathymetric surveys (measurements of marine depth) or 
discharge records of the Mahaica.  This has forced them to rely on aerial photographs from the 
2005 disaster and one aerial photograph taken in the 1970s to assess the historical effects of the 
sandbank on the erosive conditions of the river’s lower watershed (Kirby et al. 2006).  The 
location of the sandbank is crucial knowledge for engineers as, depending on the time of the 
year, how fast or slow the sandbank can be dredged affects how fast or slow seasonal rains 
overflow the river’s embankment.         
 In their mixed success at tracking the shifting boundaries of sandbanks, engineers are 
apprehensive about solely attributing the flooding in the lower watershed to the perennial rainy 
season and sandbanks.  When rainy season occurs, water that settles in the EDWC needs a place 





EDWC’s primary water release channel during both the rainy season and low-tide, thus, it is 
known to flood for two interrelated events.   For this reason, engineers talk about the 2005 
disaster on the Mahaica in terms of the ‘initial’ flood and its ‘residual’ flood.     
 During the 2005 disaster, the majority of the residential areas near the Mahaica were 
flooded when the first rains fell.  But those residents who live directly along the Mahaica were 
inundated for months even after the water in the EDWC lowered and reached its normal 
capacity.   In an attempt to explain this phenomenon, some engineers who are critics of the 
EDWC renovation speculate that flooding at the lower reaches of the Mahaica during the rainy 
season is mainly due to run-off from its own catchment.  In relying on its own catchment as 
opposed to another tributary, the Mahaica deprives the EDWC catchment of its own natural 
flood plain, causing a bottleneck of water to form between the Mahaica and EDWC whenever 
there is heavy rain (Sohan 2009).  In this instance, we can see that engineers are deductively 
categorizing flood events around a typology of temporal units.      
 With this classification scheme of flood events in mind, other scientists who work 
alongside engineers, namely hydrologists and ecologists, distinguish coastal rivers from interior 
rivers by their natural tendency to bend in a northwesterly direction as they drain into the 
Atlantic.  There are competing theories about why exactly coastal rivers naturally bend.  Some 
argue that it is due to the accumulation of mudflat and sandbanks at the estuaries of these rivers 
while others argue that it is due to the cycles of erosion and accretion along the length of rivers 
(Ramraj 45).  These theories are more than just descriptive.  How and where the sediment that 
creates these bends accumulates characterizes the use-value of rivers.    
        Like those interior rivers that 





depleted or blackwater, that is not conducive to farming (Coomes 1992).  The nutrient-rich peat 
(or locally known as pegasse, see Chapter 4) that composes the majority of coastal soils 
counteracts this blackwater sediment making the areas along coastal rivers prime for cultivation.  
The land along the Mahaica River is no exception.  At certain points, the Mahaica breaks-off into 
tiny tributaries of murky water that sharply cut across and intrude upon people’s farm plots and 
homes.  These tributaries make the Mahaica appear to be boundless, obscuring engineers’ 
meaning of what precisely constitutes a flood plain and river catchment.  The Mahaica’s extreme 
shifts in character are an apparent dilemma for engineers.  Its swells do not lie--they transform 
the matter of nature as much as the nature of matter for engineers.   In their attempts to seize the 
Mahaica, by manipulating its bend, engineers remake not only the landscape but also the story 
that they can tell about it.    
Political Theologies          
 During the drought year of 1939-40 (an El Niño year), engineers first experimented with 
diverting the waters of the Mahaica River into the channels of the EDWC.  Colonial engineers 
justified the diversions as a first step toward “modernizing” British Guiana’s agricultural sector 
in order to prove to the Crown that the colony was mature enough to eventually cut ties with the 
Empire.  Recuperated as a sign of modernization, the river became part of the Mahaica-
Mahichony-Abary (MMA) Water Control Project or MMA Scheme.   At the head of the 
Mahichony and Abrary rivers massive earthen pits called water conservancies, that replicated the 
structure of the EDWC were to be dug to trap the water from these two rivers before they 
reached the foreshore.  Once trapped, the water would be stored and periodically released for 
irrigation in the surrounding area.
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 At the time of the initial feasibility studies in the 1940s engineers demonstrated that, given the periodic 





 The original operation bylaws of the MMA followed the rubric of the successful river 
conservation project of a soon to be independent India, the Damdora Valley Corporation which 
still today oversees a subsystem of India’s Ganga river system.  Like the Damdora Valley 
Corporation bylaws, alongside outlining water release schedules, the MMA plan aimed at best 
practices for landowners to switch from irrigating primarily through empoldering methods to 
water conservancy-based methods.
60
   In particular, the plan outlined techniques to streamline 
crop diversification, empoldering, and rotations for the lower half of Guyana’s expansive coastal 
plain from Mahaica to Berbice.  Landowners living along the three rivers were expected to 
cultivate rice or cash crops based on which designated crop area they resided in.   As we will see 
below, this switch in water management demanded that landowners uphold a particular vision of 
the spatial and temporal limits of the coastal landscape.  The shift from empoldering land to 
water conservancies therefore involved a technological transformation of the coast as much as it 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
would best be maintained in conjunction with the release of water from the EDWC and not the 
conservancies of the Abary and Mahiachony Rivers.  To do this, engineers looked to operate the EDWC 
at a lower supply level to stop water from draining into nearby smaller dams which were not equipped to 
hold the amount of water that was being released.  Without a definable watershed and surrounded by land 
too flat for effective drainage, the only choice engineers had was to manage the Mahaica as a long narrow 
inlet, making it an object solely for re-routing flood waters.  Engineers planned that the Mahaica would be 
provided a separate dam for water which would supplement the water supply of the EDWC.  As the plan 
detailed, if the Abary and Mahaichony rivers could be adequately controlled with conservancies, then the 
Mahaica along with its conservancy could simply be used as a repository for any excess water trickling 
down from these rivers and the EDWC. 
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As we saw in Chapter 2, empoldering involves the construction of polders.  A polder is a Dutch word 
for “reclaimed land” which is a piece of low-lying land (usually below sea-level) reclaimed from water 
(in Guyana’s case usually the sea or a river) by building a canal or trench around it.  For landowners, 
empoldering then, was an ever-shifting practice.  Simply because a trench or canal was dug around land 
did not mean the land would ‘forever’ be cleared of water.  Keeping the land clear of water meant 
perpetually clearing the trench and canal around one’s plot,  Likewise, this also meant “building up” one-s 
land, either literally piling more soil onto a plot of land so that it was “higher” or building houses on stilts 
to keep water out when a trench or canal does not suffice.  This technique of “constant care” is still the 
main method of land conservation (see Chapter 2).  Nevertheless, empoldering was the main method of 
water control by the Dutch and early-British but by the nineteenth century the British began to build dams 
and water conservancies.  Empoldering was viewed by the British to be an inefficient method of land 





did a transformation of bureaucratic orders.          
 With the implementation of the MMA, engineers were reassigned by state authorities 
from primarily monitoring the day-to-day management of canals to monitoring the MMA’s water 
conservancies.  This shift in bureaucratic duties was significant for a number of reasons.  As we 
saw in Chapter 2, the post-emancipation period was characterized by white planters selling land 
at an exorbitant rate to Afro-Guianese.  These rates forced an overwhelming majority of Afro-
Guianese to buy communal property instead of private property within the network of coastal 
villages emerging after emancipation.  However, the existing property regime thwarted village 
development.  Many of these laws assigned high tax rates to individual property owners which 
ensured the maintenance of the canals and the landowners’ use-rights to them.  However, 
because the land sold to Afro-Guianese was primarily based on a communal system of 
ownership, many of these individuals did not pay taxes and the canals were not maintained.
 Periodically, different governmental bodies were granted centralized oversight of water 
control to supplement delinquent citizens’ derelict canals.   As a consequence, customary 
expertise emerged amongst communal landowners that focused on creatively instituting cost-
effective methods of empoldering while engineers’ technical and costly methods of dredging 
canals and building large-scale dams with various machines became associated with state-
sanctioned engineering.  These two competing practices of customary and state expertise did 
much to uphold rather than challenge the colonial property regime in Guyana.  However, from 
the view of engineers it was a burdensome distinction that at the very least doubled their 
workload as well as stifled the development of hydraulics.  This all changed only when indebted 
and poorly-irrigated lands could be bought back by the state and put under the management of 





 It took nearly a century after emancipation for these buy-backs to take full effect.  They 
began to occur in the 1930s with money procured by the colony from war-time loans from 
Britain. At the same time, the systematic elimination of malaria made water control management 
a much cheaper endeavor.  With these buy-backs, engineers began to plan for small water control 
schemes.  For example, they proposed to link multiple villages to a network of neighboring 
dams--thereby re-administering the daily work of engineering from private estates to the 
management of what were then called District Drainage and Irrigation Areas (Camacho 1961).  
With redistricting, the management of water control moved from the scale of the land plot to the 
canal grid.  The re-administration of private estates into District Drainage and Irrigation Areas 
entailed that the juridical limits of colonial property law no longer framed institutionalized 
engineering practices.  Instead, institutionalized engineering practices now framed the juridical 
limits of colonial property law.  Understood amongst engineers as successful examples of a small 
scale diversion of water, the district water projects stood in as the state’s justification for the 
eventual MMA Scheme (Camacho 1961).          
 The first phase of the MMA’s construction focused on the Abary River.  The construction 
did include a number of setbacks, which suggested the extent to which engineers still heavily 
relied on local landowners’ methods of customary empoldering even as they worked to 
modernize water control.  For example, in the hydrographic surveys describing the Abary River, 
engineers detail their trouble determining how the size of the upper watershed of the Abary River 
would shift between the perennial dry and rainy seasons (Camacho 42: 1961).  The predictions 
mattered because it helped determine where the state could grant long-term leases and licenses of 
land for people.  Engineers thought that their collected data about reservoir run-off and climatic 





they proposed to the state that it manage leases that recognize the word of landowners.  Their 
“badly fragmented” and “obscured” histories (Camacho 38: 1961) of family freehold titles and 
long-term leases were proof enough for the MMA engineers.  As they proposed, there was no use 
relying on “approximate” scientific data to uphold property ordinances that they believed were 
already entirely inadequate and out of date with the demands of modern centralized water 
control.  Discrepancies like these made grounds for stereotyped interactions between engineers 
and landowners living along rivers or near their catchments.  Perhaps what was most paramount 
about these interactions was that, for engineers, it forced them to reconsider the basis of their 
knowledge about coastal rivers.          
 In order to gain this new knowledge, engineers had to travel farther away from the coast 
and into the upper-interior reaches of these rivers.   Engineers and land surveyors of that era have 
spoken of these expeditions as, not surprisingly, time consuming and laborious.  There are very 
few hydrographic surveys still in circulation or on file at the Ministry of Agriculture or National 
Archives that chronicle these travels.  However, local newspapers and particularly the local 
natural history journal Timehri supplement the state archive in this case.  Their pages are filled 
with short vignettes written for a popular audience that recount the travels of engineers along 
with land surveyors and botanists into the upper watersheds of coastal and interior rivers.  
 By the time the first MMA proposal was drafted in the early-1940s, Timehri had been in 
irregular syndication for some eighty years.  Timehri is a Carib word denoting the petroglyphs 
found inscribed on rocks along Guyana’s interior and coastal rivers.  The journal’s founding 
editor grandly insisted that: ‘So in Egypt the hieroglyphs, so in Guiana these ‘timehri’ stand as 
records of a forgotten time.’   Editors wrote that the journal offered a naturalist’s view of the 





support or criticism of raising taxes to fuel the British Empire during the First and Second World 
War(s)--articles did comment on social issues--such as land reform, hinterland development, and 
indentured immigration-- that overtly impeded naturalist and scientific exploration throughout 
the colony.              
 An overwhelming number of the articles since Timehri's initial publication in the 1880s 
were about river expeditions.
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   Travelers wrote about their encounters with varying soils, 
species of flora and fauna, dense forest that hid small islands, sand dunes, and mud mounds 
along the colony’s rivers.  Often, authors contrasted these serene brushes with nature with their 
“crass and exploitative” encounters with non-whites living along the rivers who had yet to “find 
religion.”  One recurring vignette involves whites on expeditions negotiating with “lazy” 
Amerindians who wander from nearby Christian Missions to lie near the creek all day and who 
were unwilling to help engineers navigate the river unless they were provided liquor.  As 
expeditions moved further into the river, we are told that the bush is meticulously hacked.  The 
clearings are described to most likely be the work of a “coolie” or “negroes” for their expertise 
with an axe. Their expertise, unlike that of Amerindians, was attributed to their interactions with 
‘civilized’ whites and Missionaries (Perkins 1889).  The rather uneven and crude development of 
“half starving” black and coolie squatter settlements and Christian Missions along the banks of 
rivers spurred authors to suggest that surveys of rivers were needed if the colony wanted to 
modernize.   As the Timehri editor J.J. Quelch surmised, in his article “Along the Essequebo and 
Poraro” (1889): 
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 For a brief history of the journal see Clive W. McWatt’s two part series in Stabroek News (March 
2010).  Some issues of the journal have been digitally restored and are available online. Many of these 
issues include those from the early period in the late-1800s and into the early-1900s and went out of 
circulation by the early-1990s.  Most of the issues from the 1920s onwards are not available.   The journal 
started as an extension of the colonial Agricultural Society and was eventually taken over by the Walter 





Settlements of various sizes are to be found along the river above Bartica Grove, of
 which Agatash and St. Mary’s Mission, may be particularly mentioned and these
 settlements, prettily and advantageously situated on the rising ground and embosomed by
 the forest, present a most inviting appearance.  With such settlements before one’s eyes,
 one cannot help wondering whether a more liberal land policy under which free grants
 should be made, under special conditions of occupation and cultivation, of the land now
 lying useless and undeveloped and beyond the confines of civilization--might not tend
 materially to the advancement of the colony (108). 
 
These observations were ultimately useful for the community of naturalists, engineers, and 
scientists who looked to stake claims about a scientific rationale for water control and land 
reform.  In these observations, the logic of property law does not so much as reinforce as much 
as make vulnerable the assumed distinction between religion and science (Sullivan, Yelle, and 
Taussig-Rubbo 2011).   As was often the case, engineers’ stakes in finding cleared bush along 
rivers registered a deep-seated challenge to “traditional” water control, imploding distinctions 
that artificially separated domains of secular and religious expertise.  The engineers’ short-lived 
collaborative efforts with ‘unsaved’ Amerindians as well as with “half starving” ‘coolies’ and 
‘negroes’ not only demanded that water control align with the objectives of colonial 
modernization but also that it comprise well-coordinated manipulations of colonial sovereignty 
with the spatial dimensions of landscapes.   In most cases, this meant that parts of fertile bush or 
backlands along rivers literally had to be sacrificed themselves (i.e. flooded out) in order to 
divert rivers to accommodate the construction of a water conservancy or dam.  These instances 
of river diversion were examples of engineers’ political-theological gestures--imitations of the 
originary form of Christian sacrifice--in which the aims of property law were tilted against the 
aims of “traditional” water control management.         
 In time, engineers begrudgingly recognized that rivers could be tamed by both engineers 
and non-engineers alike and it is perhaps safe to assume that non-white engineers also had to go 





established British corps of engineers.   For example, by the 1940s, a corps of engineers and land 
surveyors affiliated with the colonial state was chosen from across Guyana’s professional class 
and racial population, particularly those of colored-mixed, African, Portuguese, and Chinese 
decent.  This colonial feat--of spawning a multiracial science--was perhaps democratic of sorts 
on the surface as it reconciled the ‘racial’ stereotyping-violence of an earlier colonial era with the 
“modernizing” agendas of a soon to be independent colony.62   A number of self-
proclaimed/identifying “old-head” engineers of this generation explained to me that they were 
part of this colonial corps.  They were top students at the local all-boys (Christian-Anglican) high 
schools.  After graduation, they subsequently won scholarships to England and Scotland to 
attend the leading schools in hydraulics at the time.  When they completed both graduate and 
post-graduate research abroad, they returned to Guyana to work side-by-side British consultants 
and engineers who still headed some of the major engineering positions in the colony well into 
the 1940s.             
 The British’s popular strategy of mobilizing engineers from across racial populations was 
partially successful because a Guyanese professionalization of science fomented around how it 
historically aligned itself with the ‘civilizing’ rhetoric and aims of Missionary culture.  Racism 
and its apparatuses of ‘civilizing-professionalizing’ created the conditions under which religion 
                                                          
62Here, I utilize the term “multicultural science” and not “multiracial science” to emphasize that although 
many non-white engineers came from Guyanese’s professional and middle-class, these classes still 
viewed themselves as “culturally” distinct from one another.  The anthropological and historical literature 
on Guyana is filled with descriptions of the “culturally” distinct lifeways of say a school-educated 
Chinese merchant from a school-educated African merchant in mid-twentieth century Guyana.  R.T. 
Smith attributed these differences to different racial groups’ place within the scheme of cultural 
“creolization” that occurred in colonial British Guiana since slavery and indentured servitude.  For my 
purposes here, I do not wish to emphasize that we can read engineering sciences in Guyana as a 
‘creolized’ institution but rather as an example of a social institution where such assumptions about 
cultural-racial difference were marked as significant.  This distinction matters because it also illustrates 
that there is a difference between recognizing modern sciences as ‘creolized’ institutional 
practices/methods (in any place of the world) and as a modern institution taking a particular stance about 






troubled the unchecked growth of colonial sovereignty (Foucault 2003) and the regime of a 
budding local science.
63
   This banal configuration of multiracial science did not simply 
resolidify the aims of colonial racism around the mandates of property law.  It also challenged 
the ordinarily hidden theological core of the state, problematizing the colony’s embrace of an 
international discourse about science as the sine qua non of democratic colonial sovereignty. 
 Guyanese novelist Wilson Harris argues that this local iteration of secularism historically 
emerged as an accident of sorts.  Before becoming a novelist, Harris was a land surveyor in 
Guyana around the time of the early drafting of the MMA.  These experiences inform many of 
his novels which recounts engineering as a science and art that retrieves lost innocence from a 
world of artifice and violent colonial conflicts between races.  Violence is par excellence of 
colonial hegemony and science (Taussig 1991).  To counteract this violence, engineers have to 
be receptive to the unexpected, to the hidden energy within the human encounter with 
landscapes.   Harris calls this heightened sense of awareness “celestial mathematics.”  In his 
novel Jonestown (1996), Harris elaborates: “Celestial mathematics is the evolution of the divine 
huntsman in our ragged flesh…procession of brothels and wrecked architectures and wreck fleets 
and marketplace cathedrals backwards…shorn of intercourse and violence...” (51) The 
Jonestown character Francisco Bone was the lone survivor of the 1978 Jonestown mass suicide 
in Guyana’s interior because he as a former engineer, knew how to navigate rivers and the 
rugged terrain of the interior to escape to the coast.        
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 Although Foucault does not  delve into how the link between modern racism and the modern sciences 
affect sovereign force in colonial contexts, I wish to extend his insights here about the role of racism in 
extending the relationship between science, law, and religion--with the caveat that I think that the use of 
science in colonial contexts should be interpreted less about “defending” the sovereign’s claim to rule of 
force than as “expanding” the sovereign’s claim to a rule of force across territorial-spatial .  This perhaps 
leads us to consider where Foucault’s argument about governmentality does not suffice in a reading of 
how the spatial-territorial claims of the sovereign get reworked not only across scale (Ferguson and Gupta 





 Throughout the novel, Francisco hallucinates and dreams about the violence he witnessed 
in Jonestown and how it mirrored the displacement he experienced as a child when his family’s 
land flooded severely when the state unsuccessfully implemented a water control project.  
Eventually his family moves into the overcrowded ghetto of Albouystown in Georgetown.  He 
dreams that these various accounts of violence were written down by technical scribes such as 
engineers like him so that no one would forget them.  After he escapes from Jonestown he 
dreams that his mission is to tame the Guyanese landscape around the “futuristic strategies of an 
Imagination” (58) lost to colonial racial violence.        
 As Wilson Harris’ Jonestown as well as the MMA project and Timehri articles indicate, 
there is nothing strange about water control projects failing in Guyana.  In the midst of failure, 
alternative visions of landscapes are imagined by engineers.  However, it is difficult to assess 
whether or not these alternative visions matter much to the reality of flooding on the ground.  
Whatever conclusions may be drawn about the initial plans of the MMA Scheme it would be 
unwise to overlook the role of ideologies about the secular in underpinning as well as disrupting 
these plans.  In what I turn to next, I describe what a political theology of engineering looks like 
in the present between engineers and Hindu farmers working on the EDWC.  These interactions 
illustrate how ideologies about the secular teeter between interpretations of overt exploitation 
and violence to vulnerability and trust.  I will demonstrate that this rearrangement of science and 
religion around sentiments like vulnerability cuts across nationalist narratives about property 
reform and racialized resistance to state power and expertise.                 
Jhandis           
 Depending on the route you walk along the lower reaches of the Mahaica River, you 





the “big market” you will see shanties alongside large concrete houses like the ones found in the 
nouveau-riche areas of Georgetown.  Alongside these homes, there are renovated convenience 
and department stores selling colorful household starter appliances and furniture sets.  The 
leftover items that these stores do not sell are discarded and find their way into large mounds of 
trash next to the taxi and minibus park of the big market.  Within this mound of appliances are 
plastic bottles and rotten food from the big market.  This waste overflows onto Mahaica’s banks 
and intrudes onto the river’s steady flow and existing bend.  As testaments to urban sprawl these 
buildings and trash are in stark contrast to the riverscape just a few miles away from the big 
market.  Beyond the outer reaches of these urban settlements are vast rice and cash crop fields.  
In place of the colorful mounds of trash that characterize the riverbanks of the big market, in the 
rural area there are colorful flags--red, white, black, blue, yellow, pink, orange, and green--that 
fly high, propped on the ends of long branches of bamboo cane along the banks of the Mahaica.   
 These flags are known in the circum-Caribbean by the Hindu term jhandis--flags used for 
prayer to Hindu gods.  In urban areas not located near easily accessible waterways, these flags 
are found propped in the back and front yards of Hindu homes. Most often in Georgetown 
though, you will find them sporadically lined along the shoreline of the Atlantic.  More often 
than not, if one finds a jhandi located in a canal, trench, or a riverbank it is in a rural area.   
While jhandis are most often recognized as appendages of Hindu homes, they are also 
overwhelmingly represented as emblems of national cultural tradition.  They are liberally 
sketched into paintings by local artists, sold as both religious paraphernalia and as toys in gift 
shops, and can be found in miniature form propped on the office desks of some government 
ministers.   Mimicking what Diwali’s lights and Phagwah’s dyes do seasonally for national 





muddied by rain, flood and decades of racial-political violence.     
 I first heard stories of jhandis’ power when farmers in the area told me how they pray to 
them to keep the Mahaica from engulfing their property.  They claim that these powers have 
circulated throughout the community as far back as they can remember when their families 
moved into the area in the early to mid-twentieth century when it was still dense bush.  Some of 
my informants remember jhandis in their early years of settlement in which their families would 
gather as a group around trees near riverbanks to pray.
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    The area was a no man’s land on the 
outskirts of an existing leper colony and Booker and Co. sugar estates.  Communal prayer was 
supplemented by domestic prayer as people settled onto individually marked land plots.
65
    
 All members of a family can participate in the daily prayer but most often the head 
woman or male of the household is given the duty to perform prayers and it is assumed that each 
member of the household benefits.  Each color of jhandi is associated with one of these daily 
prayers that are performed near the household’s tulsi tree (sacred basil).  The devotee pours 
water on the tree while reciting a mantra twice, once for the tulsi and once for the sun.   Prayers 
are made to a variety of deities with each flag denoting a deity that the family has chosen to 
represent their prayers for such things as good health, prosperity, and, most prominently in and 
around Mahaica, protection from flooding.  This last prayer illustrates how the sacred has aided 
in reinforcing the conflation between ecological and socioreligious landscape (Rademacher 
2011) along a riverscape.                 
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 In Guyana, the word jhandi, flag, is interchangeable with the word puja, meaning prayer in Hindu.  For 
the sake of consistency with this local articulation, I use jhandi interchangeably as noun/verb.   Jhandi is 
not interchangeable for flag and prayer when discussing large, week-long prayer ceremonies known as 
yangas.   
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See Vertovec (1992) for full discussion of this distinction and emphasis on the importance of “private” 





 In the summer of 2010, I attended Thomas’ jhandi.   To recall, Thomas is the farmer who, 
in Chapter 1, used his expertise about kokers to simultaneously inform and refute the importance 
of LCDS for disaster preparedness sin his community.  He invited me after insisting that I 
partake in an event that showcased both his influence in the community and his gratitude to me 
for having consistently, as he put it, “to take the time to leave Georgetown.”  He warned me that 
the jhandi would not start until late afternoon but that I should come early to help with 
preparations, namely, cooking food with his wife, sisters, aunts, and daughters under a makeshift 
plastic canopy in his backyard.  Large cast iron pots full of provisions simmered over an open 
wooden flame.  Mostly rice, channa (chick peas), and cassava simmered until they softened.  
Large banana leaves were washed and dried and then laid meticulously out on benches to use as 
plates for guests and to roll up the soften starches.  Banana leaf casings replaced the extra flour 
and oil that would have been costly and time consuming in the making of dhal puri.  For this 
reason, other than rice and sugar, the foods that we used were overwhelmingly provisions from 
Thomas’ and his relatives’ land, further illustrating how property animated the domestic work of 
Thomas’ jhandi.           
 By late afternoon other guests began to arrive.  A mix of close to fifty neighbors, friends, 
and family congregated around two picnic benches while Thomas and his wife left preparations 
to the family so that they could get dressed in long white tunics for the occasion.  To begin the 
ceremony, Thomas and his wife, along with their pundit sat on an orange and red rug in front of 
their guests.  Incense and a deya (oil lamp) were lit.  A set of main deities were recognized and 
honored by the pundit before Thomas made offerings.    Gifts to deities included incense, 
artificial and real flowers, deya, perfume, pictures, and emblems, cooked foods stored on 





pundit received it as he called mantras in Hindi and blew through a sank (conch shell) to bless 
gifts.  The cycle of offerings and blessings occurred numerous times for over an hour.  Each 
time, the pundit moved the gifts from the center of the carpet to its edges, allowing the gifts to 
spill over the carpet onto the dusty foundation of Thomas’ porch.      
 There appeared to be no order to the way the pundit moved the gifts from the center of 
the carpet to the porch.  His improvisation illustrated how the ritual event persisted as much by 
the routine of jhandi rituals of offerings and blessings as by the ways in which the colors of the 
sacred camouflaged the boundaries between the everyday and religious utility of property.  
Thomas’ act of offering a gift to a deity involved mixing the dirt and domestic foundations of the 
home with the purifying oils and powers of deities.  To a certain extent the mixing of sacred and 
profane objects during a jhandi matters little.  Take for instance, the meaning of ecological 
diversity and unity in Hindu scripture.  As O.P. Dwivedi points out, Hindu scriptures illustrate 
the coexistence between good and evil with the premise that “every entity and living organism is 
part of one large extended family system (kutumba) presided over by the eternal Mother Earth, 
Devi Vasundhara” (2000: 9).  The kutumba is controlled by dharama, what can be glossed to 
mean a general force of “welfare” for all living things.  All species can act with dharama (as 
much as with its opposite, kharma) to secure a balance of blessings between humans and 
nonhumans on earth.  In the event of a worship service, the pundit mediates this transaction of 
forces, by both ‘purifying’ (bhūtaśuddhi) and blessing the shota’s (those who present offerings) 
well-being.  Thus, in the event of a jhandi, property and prayer are contingent on one another, 
making the language of the pundit translatable with the language of the property owner.    
 In support of this insight, historians and anthropologists have long documented how 





outside of a rigid caste structure.  This flexibility emphasizes how the social relationship between 
pundits and shortas is upheld very little by matters of ritual orthodoxy.  In both popular and 
academic talk there is a de-emphasis on religious orthodoxy in narratives about the place of 
Indo-Guyanese religion, ethnicity, and race in coastal landscapes.  Of the 238,909 indentured 
servants who survived the voyage to British Guiana between 1838-1917 over two-thirds were 
Hindu and 94 percent were from what was then India’s expansive Uttar Pradesh region.  The 
possibility of partible inheritance of rites and rights related to caste were dimensioned for many 
Hindus who came over because indentured servants included a mix of people from different natal 
villages. Orthodox Hindu concepts of social order and culture withered with migration.  Once 
Hindus arrived in Guyana, their scattered settlements on plantations and the planters’ distribution 
of work based on fiscal needs as opposed to the occupational specialization of servants 
influenced Hindus to be less discriminate in their recognition and concern for caste.    
 Yet, this seemingly ‘egalitarian’ Hinduism has not downplayed the central importance of 
notions of religious expertise to reinforce and legitimize jhandis as synonymous with property 
and land ownership in Guyana.   For example, Clem Seecharan describes how Brahmans (many 
of whom were pundits) in Guyana have historically retained a position of cultural privilege in the 
Hindu community because “in the plantation environment where Christian evangelizing” was 
prominent (41), Brahmans elicited strength in numbers.  Brahmans admitted those of the lower-
caste into mainstream Hinduism by eating with them and encouraging formal and informal 
rituals in the privacy of logies, barracks, and homes of Hindus as opposed to public places like 
temples or large shrines (see also Skinner 1955: 41; Jayawardena 1963).  The home was the site 
where the feudal Hindu transformed into a modern individual (Seecharan 1997).  In this tradition 





Brahman’s monopoly over the interpretation of religious texts, but on the Brahman’s ability to 
link these texts to both the material, spatial, sacred, and environmental boundaries of the shorta’s 
home.  In other words, historically, the domestic sphere is related with the diminution of caste 
and so turns out to uphold a direct link between concepts of property and expertise for Guyanese 
Hindus.            
 This point was made most apparent to me when I spoke with Hindu farmers in Mahaica 
about their religious piety and rationing of their crops for both religious rituals and daily living.  
They recognized that living through the food shortages during the early-1980s under Burnham 
tested their will and patience as Hindus.  Stories of how flour was in short circulation encouraged 
a number of men and women in the community to begin to smuggle food rations from Suriname 
and sell them at Mahaica’s big market or on the side of the road.  Many understood that their 
lives could be synced to the flow of black market rations that circulated throughout the 
community with the alleged racial condemnation that characterized Burnham’s regime.  For this 
reason, it is as common to hear Hindus in Mahaica talk about how then, law and violence was 
seemingly under check compared to now.  “He tried to starve us. There was no flour for dhal 
puri… [but at least] you knew when yours was coming.” Farmers therefore interpreted food 
rationing as a consequence not so much of Burnham’s socialism but of an ill-conceived and ill-
executed policy of socialism, a distinction that has informed jhandis and food security into the 
present.             
 One way in which this distinction concretely manifested itself for farmers in Thomas’ 
village was when the construction of the MMA Scheme under Burnham came to a screaming 
halt.  With no foreign loans to complete the three phase plan set out in the 1940s under the 





Scheme to smaller water control projects.  The MMA Scheme was the rural equivalent of the 
collectivized urban housing programs that we saw failed under the “Feed, Cloth, and House” the 
nation program in the 1970-80s (see Chapter 2).  As engineers and farmers recount, Burnham 
planned to sell land on the MMA Scheme to farmers to cultivate as designated collectivized 
parcels that mimicked Nyerere’s Tanzanian model of village collectivization.  While a number of 
plots were sold by the state to individual farmers in the 1970s-80s with this intention, for the 
most part, the parcels were utilized as private property.  Still today, only one of three 
conservancies (the Abary) has been built and completely modified to meet the aims of the 
original MMA’s water control plan.           
 The stories of Burnham’s apparent authoritarianism seemingly mediated Hindu’s 
encounters with coastal landscapes.   One farmer recounted Burnham telling him: “My comrade 
you should just buy a pound of rope and go in the forest and look for a tall tree and hang yourself 
because there is a lot of food you can survive on.”  Against the backdrop of MMA’s failure, the 
attributes of Hinduism transformed the stakes of narratives about state power into the language 
of racial violence and exceptionalism (Munasinghe 2001).   From the perspective of many of my 
Mahaica informants (both pious and not), the election of Cheddie Jagan in 1992 was a metaphor 
for Hindus of a redemptive prophet who would right the wrongs of a corrupt and immoral 
scientific socialism.  The translation of scientific water control into the idioms of Hinduism did 
not mean their negation of a (post)colonial configuration of nature and its people, but its re-
inscription under hydraulic engineering and science.     
 When Thomas had no more gifts to offer at his jhandi, a miniature gong was struck 
several times and the three bamboo poles on the rug were raised by the pundit.  Jhandis were 





around his tulsi tree.  Yellow (for Durga, Saraswati), white (for Satyanarayan and Suruj 
narayan), and red (for Hanuman) jhandis were raised.  A celebration followed late into the night.   
Allocating Trust 
Several weeks after the jhandi, I visited Thomas and noticed that two of his jhandis were 
relocated from his porch to the riverbank in his backyard.  He explained to me that since my last 
visit, he moved his jhandis to his backyard near the river where he routinely prayed in the 
morning. “It’s [the Mahaica River] like the Gangā…its force [is] more than the EDWC,” Thomas 
reminded me encouragingly.  Thomas indexed the contestations over how the EDWC is 
recognized as a social good for many Hindus who live along the Mahaica by acknowledging that 
the Mahaica is equivalent to the sacred Indian river, Gangā.  Thomas went on to describe to me 
his intuition about when he could tell the Mahaica was rising due to the release of water from the 
EDWC or from its natural flow regime.  “I know what the Mahaica can do for me and what the 
EDWC can’t.”  Thomas’ repetition of a daily prayer creatively merges the technological failure 
of the EDWC with the sacred credence of nature.   In other words, he perceives the ability of 
dharma balancing the degenerative aspects of modern technology on the river without the river 
completely losing its sacred capacity (Alley 2003).  His attention to the separate forces of the 
Mahaica and the EDWC illustrates to him the link between religious doctrine and ritual to a 
notion of Hindu piety.  In more practical terms, in recognizing this link he also connects piety to 
the routine of the everyday (Mahmood 2004), creating an avenue, and justification, for him to 
not alter his daily life and crop rotations to the rhythm of the EDWC.      
 For Thomas, the most obvious medium through which a religious rationale for the 
EDWC’s “useful failure” is articulated through the water allocation schedules distributed by the 





farmers about when they are eligible to receive water from the EDWC or other nearby dams to 
irrigate their land.  The schedules are formatted as an annual calendar, providing the month, 
week, day and duration for the opening and closing of dam gates connected to the EDWC.  
When the dam gates are opened farmers receive a constant flow of water from the canals to 
irrigate their land.  The amount of water that is released is adjusted to account for the 
predominate type of crop that is grown within a given area.  The schedule, Thomas has told me, 
is a good idea in theory but in practice it is inequitable.  “The canals are not metered” so the 
volume of water that is released from the EDWC during the allocation period is unknown.  Rice 
farmers get more than us [cash crop farmers] so when the [engineers] feel done, they close [the 
canal gates] and we get no water…[but] I get plenty water when it floods!”   
 Engineers publicize their frustrations with farmers who do not adhere to these schedules 
with Letters to the Editor or advertisements in local newspapers reminding people of the 
schedules’ importance. Likewise, in staff meetings and community out-reach meetings engineers 
chastise farmers for taking water when it is not their turn or for purposely blocking or obstructing 
canal ways so that water cannot be released.  These acts of subversion “ruin the network” as 
engineers see it, ultimately undermining their renovations of the EDWC.  The water allocation 
system thus makes the translatability and utility of engineers’ hydrographic surveys and models 
contingent on using cash crop farmers’ conditions of vulnerability as justification to rationalize 
the science used to renovate the EDWC.         
 Engineers have made certain populations expendable based on the data of hydrographic 
surveys, the parameterizations of hydrographic models, and water allocation schedules.  In-turn, 
a number of farmers have discovered that the resentment that some engineers attribute to them 





Cash crop farmers like Thomas also recognize that in subverting the water allocation schedule 
engineers become reliant on farmers’ customary land management practices as much as they are 
on their own science.  Furthermore, if farmers get repeatedly flooded out or cannot access an 
adequate amount of water, they are encouraged by local authorities to file their complaints.  
Engineers are then forced to respond to the farmers who provide their solutions and knowledge 
about how and where engineers’ modeling efforts are falling short on the ground.    
 For example, Thomas indicated to me that he takes a certain sort of pride in collaborating 
with engineers when they come into his village and want advice on where there is stable ground 
to begin to dig a canal or turn land.  Likewise, engineers monitoring the release of water from the 
EDWC often admitted to me that although vandalized canals and dam gates undermine the 
integrity of their hydrographic surveys and models, overall it is quite difficult to account for the 
impact of this vandalism on the canal system anyway.  This is because, as a number of NGO 
reports confirm, engineers have actually only been able to account for roughly 25% of the water 
distributed through the canal system.  The other 75% cannot be accounted for because of a lack 
of survey data about such things as how much water from conservancies is annually distributed 
to different landowners.  The consequences of these ‘unknowns’ go beyond mere inefficiency of 
service.  It is precisely because the water allocation schedules are viewed as ‘irrational’ by 
farmers and “not scientific enough” by engineers that relationships of trust and reliance are 
established between them.  The inefficiency of the water allocations system, thus, dovetails with 
discourses of expertise as a fundamental aspect of Guyanese social relations.  This makes the 
very ways in which these social relations draw upon ideologies of secularism to sustain 
themselves.           





and modeling around positions of trust rather than suspicion is an attempt to offer an alternative 
reading of property reform in the tradition of political ecology scholarship.  In this scholarship’s 
critique of the agrarian proletariat use of religious (or ‘customary’) knowledge to counter 
institutional science, is the notion that they contribute to reproducing their own subordination by 
recognizing their knowledge as epistemologically distinct or cut-off from technocratic 
knowledge.  If they could only see their religious-customary knowledge on equal ground with 
institutional science they would express agency and a viable politics for liberation (see Dove 
2003; Brosius 2003; Sivaramarkrishnan 2000).   Particularly, James Scott calls this moment of 
recognition the “art of not being governed” (2011).66   However, the problem with this sort of 
reading is that it succeeds not only in branding religious resistance-knowledge as out of sync 
with modernity, but it also secures for secularism its ultimate triumph as the only modern 
tradition, regardless of what agency pious people may believe in or hope to have.  Property 
reform, in this reading then, is incurably contaminated by religion, even when religion may 
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 Religion--in both its presence and absence--restores the lost voice of the expert proletariat.  In Scott’s 
reading, the proletariat is as much an agent of state capital as of state religion.  Scott recognizes the role 
religion plays in consolidating the economic predation of the state, to illustrate that the differences 
between the capitalist exploitation of the proletariat and natural landscapes are mutually dependent “state 
effects” (Scott 1999).  Ultimately, these ‘state effects’ are a manifestation of the empty homogenous time 
of capital: where state policies are implemented to not allow resistance from any sector of society--
religious or otherwise--to hinder the ‘free’ movement of capital.  For example, as Scott sees it (2011) 
when the Han state encountered ‘backwards people’ such as the ‘hill people’ of the Zomia--who were 
understood as coming from a quasi-religious (‘un-modern’) civilization--reforms adhering to science and 
state sanctioned Buddhism were implemented to introduce ‘hill people’ to modernity.  Following these 
reforms, varying environmental landscapes--from hills, swamps, to valley--took on anonymous and 
homogenized characteristics.   The simultaneity and homogenization experienced through such taming of 
the landscape, allowed Zomia people to recognize that when one converted to Buddhism she “became Tai 
or Burman” which meant that she also became “a subject of the padi state.”  And yet, this distinction is 
worthy to consider in light of Scott’s earlier work which insists on recognizing the difference between 
“modernist” and “technocratic” practices, knowledge, and apparatus as central to the emergence of the 
modern state (1999).  Scott defines “modernism” as a purely ‘visual-aesthetic’ work while the 
“technocratic” is purely scientific.  Both can take on very similar ‘instrumental’ forms but ultimately have 
different instrumental objectives in their work toward consolidating state power and rule.  Although 
Scott’s definitions of modernism and technocracy might imply that such a distinction is indicative of a 





inspire science towards a more secure and viable alternative ethical framework to encourage 
people to live in the world.  As a corrective, political ecology may be better suited to ask what 
new forms of sociality--such as responsibility, vulnerability, or trust--emerge when ideologies of 
secularism offer no viable options for equitable justice or survival.            
 The relationships between hydrographic surveying, modeling and jhandis that this 
chapter has laid out thus far provide a model for this type of reading.  We find that engineers’ 
and farmers’ ideologies of secularism are mutually dependent on one another.  In practice, water 
allocation schedules exhibit a dialogic tension between legitimacy and expertise and the sacred 
and the profane.   These schedules require constant vigilance when someone subverts the 
schedules.   Unless someone sees with their own eyes someone break a dam, subversion merely 
reigns as accusation and not a fact.  Thus, when Thomas says he propped a jhandi along the 
Mahaica to pray for protection from the Mahaica he did not do so metaphorically.  His belief in 
jhandis’ powers creates a network of trust which the water allocation schedules fail to do for 
everyone involved.   
Formalizing Collaborations        
 Farmers like Thomas often nonchalantly recognize that this network of trust could only 
be maintained because of the class-related politicking inherent to the water allocation schedule.  
In a good year, rice farmers support roughly 15% of Guyana’s economy.  This influence can be 
attributed to the dependent relationships between commercial millers and farmers that have 
developed since the socialist transition in 1985.  The agricultural industry’s consolidation of 
resources, loans, and money from the state to private millers has placed small farmers in 
competition with one another to buy more land to compete in both local and foreign markets.  





local rice industry has thus pushed small famers into massive debt and so towards cultivating 
cash crops instead of rice.  To keep the struggling rice economy afloat, the Ministry of 
Agriculture encourages cash crop farmers to be as productive as rice farmers by learning to 
manage their land and water efficiently.  This has entailed cash crop farmers primarily 
diversifying their yield, relying on “exotic” crops (most recently mushrooms, broccoli, tomatoes, 
and herbs) to manage competition from other farmers.   While the state’s justification for this 
competition over rice continues to be local “corporate” privatization, the water allocation 
schedules have come to stand-in as an index of the influence of climate change on making such 
pursuits more difficult.          
 Periodic newsletters circulated by the Ministry of Agriculture detail the statistics of rice 
and cash crops under the “influence” of climate change.  The newsletters explain that the water 
allocation schedules are based on their knowledge of weather events such as El Niño and La 
Niña and so farmers are encouraged to be cognizant of the importance of adhering to science and 
not their personal economic interests to out sell their neighbors.   In other words, the secular 
ideology at play here reads like this: believing in one’s expertise to cultivate particular crops 
over others makes both rational economic and environmental sense because there is no guarantee 
that given future climate-related risks that the system can support you or that the state can protect 
you.             
 If we follow this notion of the secular here, then we can see that the expertise shared and 
relied on by the Ministry of Agriculture, engineers, and farmers is more personal in cause and 
more fatal in effect.   For example, Thomas’ reliance on jhandis is the result of a struggle over 
how much he should formalize his land use practices and what shape this formalization should 





land and water control policies, agreed that even if they were to vandalize dams or canals in 
order to retrieve water it would not solve their problem of being vulnerable to climate change or 
starvation.  Rather, it is their abilities to collaborate with the state that allow them to negotiate 
and fine-tune the uncertain variables and regulations related to institutional science.    
 Overwhelmingly, cash crop farmers near the Mahaica believe that a more equitable water 
allocation schedule would be achieved if the Mahaica River were not used as an alternative water 
release route for the EDWC.  Towards this end, Thomas and others work with engineers when 
they come into their villages, informing them of the many idiosyncrasies of the soil and water 
that makes such things as renovating the EDWC or turning land such laborious tasks.  Thomas is 
skeptical about whether or not their interventions actually change the overall epistemological 
frame of Guyanese engineering.   There are very few farmers who are willing to openly discuss 
the matter with the engineers that they collaborate with, in fear that they will no longer be 
favored to receive preference for routine maintenance work on their land.  For those who do 
speak, they speculate that their advice is used sparingly by engineers only when it ensures cutting 
costs or speeding up the completion of a given project.  This creates fear and a greater sense of 
vulnerability among farmers which more formality in surveying and accurate models would only 
increase.  In this sense, the desire for formality and rationality is one way in which conditions of 
vulnerability are generated along the Mahaica.  And yet, it is this very vulnerability that 
reinforces the perception that engineering practices in Guyana are un-scientific, completing a 
vicious circle which distributes political claims about expertise around a hierarchy of facts about 
what ethnic-religious, political, property, and economic variables inform the scientific meaning 
of the EDWC’s storage capacity.          





personal and familial narratives that farmers and engineers apply to jhandis.  They represent 
Hindu farmers’ particular racial-ethnic expertise which frame popular imaginaries about 
Guyana’s coastal environment.  To recall, among Hindu farmers, jhandis are often described as 
providing predictions about future flood events as accurate as the EDWC models produced and 
circulated by engineers.  Some go further.  One farmer joked with Thomas during his jhandi that 
his jhandi was more elaborate than Thomas’ and insisted that this meant that his jhandi would 
protect the whole village from evil, danger, and, not coincidently, from the accidental or 
deliberate event of a flood.         
 While many practicing Hindu engineers I worked with told stories of how they routinely 
attend jhandis of their family and friends in Mahaica and other rural areas, they also continually 
strive to view jhandis as extraneous from their everyday technical and scientific work.   Because 
they recognize that some of the farmers that they collaborate with do not hide their ambivalence 
and suspicion of state science, the position and attribute toward their work is defensive.  
Engineers’ approaches to how they view the expertise of farmers and their commitment to it are 
deeply divided and unstable.  In this way, just as engineers implement hydrographic models to 
mitigate floods, they increasingly pine for the expertise of farmers whose legitimacy derives 
from their attentiveness to the shortcomings of the models themselves.   
Conclusion 
This chapter has demonstrated how well-chosen engineering interventions may serve to 
underscore an inequitable property regime.  If the EDWC’s renovation has indeed been 
successful, it is less because of the new models about sea-level rise that engineers now rely on 
than the ways in which Hindu farmers and engineers make sense of these models as limited 





River.  Their suspicions serve as the tipping point for which the mandates of property law along 
rivers are deemed to be insufficient.  Given the general level of wavering cynicism and hope 
regarding the EDWC amongst engineers as well as farmers, such suspicion is perhaps not so 
surprising.  This suspicion is an indication of the historical place in Guyana of religious-
traditional knowledge in the institutional mandates of hydraulics and property law.  Whether one 
is an engineer or not, being an expert in water control involves an ability to imagine an 
alternative vision for Guyana’s coast.  Part of this vision is associated with the emergence of 
commitments to multiracial corps of engineers in the 1930s-40s, which arose as a consequence 
of the colonial state’s water modernization projects.  It is also associated with the racism of 
early-British colonial scientists and their preoccupation with “civilizing” non-white landowners 
inhabiting the upper reaches of Guyana’s coastal river catchments.      
 In light of this history, engineering sciences in Guyana have upheld a particular ideology 
about secularism.  This is an ideology that assumes that engineers taming the Guyanese 
landscape and ridding it of its ‘natural’ tendency to flood cannot be achieved while the state also 
fully recognizes the religious rites and property rights of citizens.  For this reason, it is 
productive to interpret Guyanese engineering as much as a substantiation of the unstable terrain 
of modern science as of (post)colonial sovereign force.  Engineers and landowners are both 
reliant on one another to survive.  Both groups then find themselves in collaborative efforts that 
simultaneously work to underscore as much as disrupt property law.     
 I have demonstrated that this collaboration does not easily fit within contemporary global 
debates about climate change and secularism.  At the same time, to argue that the Guyanese case 
represents a particularly localized version of secularism has limited analytical utility.  My intent 





ethnographically rich and theoretically nuanced analyses of issues such as the creation of 
religious subjectivities, the restructuring of the public vs. private divide, and the poetics-fluidity 
of public culture/space.  I do, however, believe that the ethnographic value of using secularism as 
a category of analyzing the myth of modernity in contra to religion is only one avenue by which 
to get to the question of the secular.  Anthropologists would be well served by moving toward 
analyses of correlations and patterns among and across specific practices of secularism.  In my 
view, this is centrally at play in state-oriented and public debates about the value of climate 
science and allied applied sciences in managing global ecological security.         
 What is at stake in the global circulation of climate science are the ways in which it is 
distributed and then employed in specific locales (usually within the territorial confines of 
nation-states) and eventually translated across environmental contexts (Tsing 2004) to build 
infrastructure to enhance environmental security.  The meaning of secularism in these cases of 
circulation are abstract and measured through different proxies that are meant to influence a 
variety of social, political, environmental, and economic relationships.  Globally, in international 
media, these proxies have been most readily talked about in the scientific language of natural 
resource extraction and alternative consumer waste disposal (Mitchell 2011; Reno 2011).    
 As we see in this chapter, in the case of Guyana, these proxies are overwhelmingly 
represented in demands for property reform. The relationships that these proxies influence are as 
diverse as those between international consultants and Guyanese engineers, the state and the UN, 
pundits and shotas, sandbanks and rivers, houses and canals, and tidal currents and rainfall.  
What unites these relationships is as much “topologies of power” (Collier 2009) and the 
technological apparatuses that uphold neoliberal sovereignty and science as about the claims 





green capital or neoliberalism and not secularism obscures the links between science, law, and 


























CHAPTER 4: MUDDIED FACTS  
“We need to take back our land like those Amerindians in the bush!” Oumar explained to 
me one afternoon as we sat on his porch sharing a bottle of lukewarm soda to inaugurate my visit 
to talk about his plight with the Hope Canal.  He looked out over his sprawling field of rice 
paddies onto the distant horizon where draglines were methodically moving soil from one side of 
an embankment to another.  He insisted that nobody but his family recognized the value of his 
land until a canal had to be built through it.  Urban lawyers, journalists, advocates from the 
Guyana Human Rights Association, and the occasional foreign researcher have found their way 
to Oumar since the canal’s construction began in 2009.  He insisted that our writing and 
litigation could add a cosmopolitan bent to his story.  Oumar flat out attributed this dependency 
to necessity instead of convenience.  His story was as much framed around his local trials as a 
rice farmer as his relatives’ “good” work experiences in Canada and the US, proof for him that 
he was living through “real hard times of corruptness.’  Along these lines, Oumar had a knack 
for telling stories, using tears and jokes to elicit solidarity and shared suspicion from his 
audience.  He told me that his land was now up for sale by the government not only because of 
its prime location to the EDWC but also because of what lays on it.  But unlike the prized land of 
those “Amerindians in the bush” that was valued for the natural resources that could be dug up 
from it, Oumar’s land is now valued precisely because of the natural resources that it lacks.  
 His land is located predominately on pegasse (peat), a soil type that engineers have built 
on only reluctantly in the past because of its poor fibrous quality for foundations.  However, 
since the 2005 disaster, they have begun to utilize it in their engineering ventures.  Agilely 
shifting between descriptions of his family’s history on the land and technical categories of soil, 





the uneven circulation of land titles on the Guyanese market.  In Oumar’s case, this circulation 
has occurred through legal proceedings defined by compulsory purchase (eminent domain) and 
disagreements with the state over what constitutes rights to participatory decision-making in 
events of public works proposals.  Oumar’s dilemma illustrates how science is as much a 
selective as it is a speculative exercise--one that frames the conditions of citizenship and rights 
more around the open-endedness of scientific method than the facts on the ground.   
 This chapter examines how facts about climate change become a systematized form of 
knowledge that aligns itself with engineering in Guyana.  And yet, I do not pursue this 
examination by aligning a history of climate science with a history of engineering in Guyana.  
This is because as we have already witnessed, the epistemological claims of engineering have 
been historically sutured to the aims of property regimes (British Common Law and Dutch-
Roman Law).  And yet, since the 2005 disaster, engineering for a number of reasons--beyond 
mere political brokering--has become dependent on climate science to improve its experimental 
design.  The relationship between engineering and climate science in post-disaster Guyana 
constitutes an uneven process through which the terms of citizens’ property rights are gradually 
re-negotiated through scientific practice.  In particular, I illustrate how engineers’ reliance on 
climate data about sea-level rise, reframes the terms of property rights to the epistemological 
claims of climate science, which has in turn cast doubt on practices of citizenship which do  not 
adhere to technoscientific and cultural expectations about climate change.      
 As many engineers in Guyana attest, their practice has always flown in the face of 
modern science’s philosophical distinction between objects of observed and theoretical 
knowledge (Poovey 1998; Datson 1992; Hacking 1975; Shapiro 1983; Shapin and Schaffer 





“unscientific” for that matter).  As we will see later in this chapter, since geotechnical 
engineering’s inception as a sub-field in EuroAmerica in the 1930s, it has had a harried 
relationship with the inductive method.  But in Guyana, where little consistent topographic and 
hydrographic data exists, the terms of what counts as objects of observed and theoretical 
knowledge are often blurred for pragmatic reasons.
67
   With their growing reliance on climate 
data to construct models for the EDWC and adjacent canals, engineers have begun to rely on 
IPCC figures to supplement for the topographic-hydrographic data that they lack.  Engineers now 
talk about having a different expectation about what constitutes observed and theoretical 
knowledge.  As we will see, they make less of a distinction between the IPCC figures and such 
variables as the actual rates of water discharge from the EDWC.  This shift in reference has had a 
direct impact on landowners who live on nearby property.  Claims now emerge in tandem with 
climate science, facilitating practices of citizenship through an ever-growing array of cultural-
technical activities sponsored by the government to encourage climate change awareness.  
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 Following Paul Edwards (1999) and Peter Galison (1997), I see engineers’ use of computer modeling as 
a ‘third way’ between traditional experimental and theoretical practices in the sciences.  Modeling shares 
aspects of experimentation and theory, instruments within themselves used to interpret theory and stand-
in as a reality for nature. In this view, highly diverse data--perception, sea-level rise, soil type, 
evapotranspiration rates, river depth—are all made equivalent to one another for the engineer when 
modeling as opposed to making field observations.  Computer modeling has the capabilities to 
simultaneously ‘coordinate’ highly diverse facts together.  Further, in coordinating these facts, the 
practices dedicated to human and mechanical modes of fact construction are translatable with one 
another.  The effect of this translation on institutional practice has been two-fold.  On the one hand, 
arguably in Guyana, the increased use of computer modeling beginning in the 1960s had conflicting 
effects on the reigning hierarchy of the work that local engineers performed, automating (and so making) 
the computer an equal partner in work that was once reserved for a specialist.  On the other hand, because 
the Guyanese state lacks the resources to perform such labor, it increasingly was displaced and made the 
responsibility of foreign consulting firms and international governing programs such as the UN, when 
sponsored or supported engineering projects that required computer modeling.  If this has been the 
general ‘experimental’ and ‘methodological’ context of Guyanese engineering since the advent of 
computer modeling, what then, is significant about Guyanese engineers’ contemporary reliance on 
climate data?  As I illustrate, what is specific about computer modeling within the context of applied 
engineering and climate data is that epistemological claims about the uncertainty of model outputs 
becomes the justification for experimenting with modeling and not the strategy for denouncing the 





Landowners ultimately participate in such activities because their land is vulnerable to flooding 
even though these activities may undermine their rights to property.  
 Throughout this dissertation, I have not interpreted engineering as an institution or 
practice that replicates logics of state violence, racism, and inequality.  Rather, I have interpreted 
it is an institution and practice that is often refracted through these terms in everyday talk by 
citizens in order to provide a clear language of the uncertainty that has historically characterized 
their flood experiences.  This is an important distinction to emphasize, as it speaks to the ways in 
which scientific practice is often uncomfortably and unevenly fitted to the regulatory aims of 
economy and society (Sunder Rajan 2006).  As Oumar’s opening testimony highlights, even 
when science is “effective” the relationship between facts and implementing the most optimal 
technology is often rather blurry.  This is especially the case in places like Guyana, where 
engineers are fully aware that the weight of their labor is always already over-determined.  In 
such a context, it appears to be nearly impossible to fully untangle the structure of dependency 
that relates landowners like Oumar to engineers. Or determine how they each control the terms 
of their own life conditions in times of floods, other than to say that they are dependent on each 
other for survival and so are vulnerable to each other.  However, I do suggest that attention to the 
ways in which material conditions of scientific practice are distributed, refused, and re-
positioned by varying actors is a crucial way to understand this dependency (Rheinberger 1997). 
 With that said, what happens when the ethical aims of science are in tension with the 
limits of its material practice?  To call attention to this incongruent relationship is nothing new in 
the anthropology of science.  But what I point to here is different from signaling a Kuhnian 
epistemological “rupture” or even, what Michael Fischer (2004) has more recently deemed to be 





(1972), I identify Oumar’s dilemma and the dilemmas of those engineers who work on his land 
as a type of vulnerable condition caught-up in a “double bind.”  Bateson’s notion of the double 
bind was initially based in a socio-communicative approach to understanding schizophrenia.  He 
coined the term double bind to mean the ‘communicative breakdown’ that occurs when a 
schizophrenic recognizes that competing ways of viewing the world are in contradiction to one 
another.  This contradiction leads the schizophrenic to perceive that there is no possible way to 
act in the world other than to perceive himself as a “victim” of circumstance.  While Bateson’s 
double bind has received a second life in recent anthropological literature, deployed outside the 
context of schizophrenia to describe the contradictory forms that political life generally takes 
(Fortun and Fortun 2005; Fortun 2001; Cattelino 2006; Redfield 2012), I emphasize another 
aspect of the double bind.  In his lectures, Bateson notes that victims experiment with a variety 
of communicative behaviors and rules--from play, humor, to poetry--to cope with a double bind.  
Ultimately, such experimentation may create space for an alternative means for survival.   
 The reference to a double bind proves especially salient in light of the Hope Canal 
project--a new mode of experimental engineering caught up in using climate data to model (as 
well as design) for future flood scenarios.  Engineers’ practices therefore mimic the uncertainty 
inherent to climate data itself.  Their experimentation with canal design is fueled by climate 
change’s uncertain threat while simultaneously being directed at a generalizable forms of 
climate-related risk, in this case, sea-level rise.  From this perspective, the scientific-
methodological aims of the engineers do not necessarily involve alleviating flooding. Rather, 
they conform to the rules of this new design--modeling to account for climate data--in order to 
address climate change within reasonable limits.  The ethical anxiety that this design incites is 





between two options.   He can consult with engineers and the state to help devise the best 
possible methods for building the canal, but this consultation ultimately results in his being 
evicted.  On the other hand, if he opt-outs of consulting and moving altogether, he is denied 
rights to compensatory payments in the form of a land plot on a housing scheme.  Therefore, 
along with detailing the contradictions to being a rural landowner in post-disaster Guyana, 
Oumar’s dilemma is a lens on to how climate science is more central to the recognition of rights 
than is often realized to national governments implementing climate change policy.
68
   
 As I have already argued (see the Introduction and Chapter 2), one of the more notable 
and certain outcomes of climate change in recent decades have included national governments 
legitimizing state-technoscience and environmental interventions around international 
data/protocol spearheaded by the UNFCC and IPPC (Urry 2011). The challenge in doing so, has 
involved getting scientists to translate their goals less to the methodological imperatives of big 
science than to upholding existing national legal-constitutional mandates and development 
agendas (Cohen and Waddell 2009; Hulme 2009).  General circulation models (GCMs) as well 
as predictive modeling are some of the most fraught sites where these negotiations play out for 
national governments (Lahsan 2005; 2002; Sundberg 2007).  The better documented examples of 
such negotiations involve EuroAmerican governments setting legal regulations for industry and 
consumer-based carbon emissions.  Policymakers court UNFCCC lobbies to procure models 
with parameterizations to better fit the projected growth of national industries.  In response, there 
have been cases of “bottom-up climate activism” and talk for “climate justice” for those citizens 
who are adversely affected by these regulations (see Peel, Godden, and Keenan 2011; McHargen 
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 My emphasis here on experimentation is more than just metaphorical.  While Bateson argued that the 
problem with the schizophrenic is his inability to distinguish metaphor from reality, I suggest here that 
this is precisely the meta-communicative structure of climate change discourse.  As I detail below, this 
meta-communicative structure is built into the rules implicit to climate modeling as well as modeling for 





2012).             
 What these examples illustrate is that climate science can drive national ethical and legal 
debates about rights within the context of climate change (Garvey 2008; Nanda 2011).  
Scientists’ experimentation with model parameterizations--and the uncertainty that these efforts 
imply reveal how climate data can be used to frame the permutation as well as the insecurity of 
social rights discourse.  In so doing, rights and climate science have become cultural and 
technical proxies of one another (Diemberger, Hastrup, Shaffer, et al. 2012). To be clear: it is not 
simply that the recognition of rights comes from better models.  In fact, the above examples 
suggest that the very opposite occurs.  Rather, the global circulation of IPCC figures and nation-
states’ reliance on them has opened up indefinite ways to articulate a social rights discourse in 
light of climate change.          
 While I identify that this contradiction characterizes the double bind of climate change in 
a global scientific-legal context, my interests here are less ambitious. I ask how this double bind 
discursively gets replicated within the experimental contexts of applied engineering sciences that 
rely on climate data and, more generally, in local regulatory arenas of economy and society in 
Guyana.  This is not simply a problem of how political interests play out against the backdrop of 
disaster capitalism (Klein 2005), nor is it entirely a phenomenon internal to the digitization of 
global data (Edwards 2010).  It is instead a problem that hinges on the culturally differentiated 
possibilities of thinking social rights within the context of communicative breakdown specific to 
climatic uncertainty.
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 Here, I want to stress that uncertainty and not risk frames a global discourse about climate change.  
While there is plenty of literature following Beck’s ‘risk society thesis,’ less has been said about the 
relationship between risk and uncertainty and how they are implicated in one another to make a factual 
claim.  While this is not a main focus of this chapter, it is a significant relationship that I lay out when 
talking about the field of engineering and its factual claims about risk in-light of climate science (see 





 In what follows, I begin with a description of an environmental landscape.  I pay 
particular attention to the pegasse on which the Hope Canal is being built.  I detail the ways in 
which the material conditions of this landscape have shaped the material conditions of post-2005 
engineering sciences in Guyana.  Pegasse, while it may have historically been viewed by 
engineers as a poor foundation material, has become the justification for engineers to experiment 
with canal design with the aid of climate data.  I follow this analysis of how the double bind 
manifests itself through “material practice” by asking how Hope Canal engineers (en)gage their 
critics.             
 These critics overwhelmingly describe their reliance on pegasse as a “failure” that 
reflects the state’s lack of seriousness to protect citizens’ property rights and social welfare since 
the 2005 disaster.  These debates about failure, I suggest, are as much reservations about the 
limits of calculable knowledge (risk) as they are reservations about the new ethical obligations 
that arise when technoscience does fail.  I illustrate that these reservations are deeply connected 
to people’s reflections about the shortcomings of Burnham’s socialism specifically, the rhetoric 
about the over-determined relationship between the economic crisis, race, and technocratic crisis 
taking place then.  My overview about endemic failure in Guyana is followed with a description 
of a broader engineering science context where I focus in on the ways in which engineers 
theorize failure through experimental practice.  Their epistemological claims about failure, I 
argue, have shaped their disciplinary notions about what constitutes inductive methods, 
especially in light of new cross-disciplinary projects to address climate change.  I end the chapter 
by returning to Oumar in order to consider how he and other landowners have experienced the 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
their calculable effects) and uncertainty (facts about conceivable scenarios with unknown effects) is 





Hope Canal as grounds for re-considering as well as refusing an alternative framework for 
property reform. 
‘All is Subterranean’          
 Since 2009, a handful of engineers along with workmen manning draglines have been 
buried in an open pit of pegasse near the EDWC slowly removing this dense lump of gray and 
tan matter to construct a canal.  Known more generally by its scientific name peat, pegasse is 
carbonized tissue matter of soil, formed in wet conditions by the decomposition of organic 
matter (including vegetation, moss, and animals).   On the days that I visited the construction 
site, I would regularly hear engineers and workmen yell to one another over the dull hum of the 
draglines’ motors and the high-pitched squeak of its cranes.   Together, they were clearing a 
pathway for the Hope Canal, a drainage channel meant to aid the EDWC in water release.  The 
excavation is informed as much by their precise measurements of slopes as by their intuitive 
assessments of terrain, providing a constant reminder that engineering is not only a strategy of 
expert labor but also of pragmatics.  The scene reminded me of my own encounters with pegasse 
in the back alleys of Sophia and the open fields of Mahaica.  In these places I learned how to 
hold my weight and balance my gait on unstable terrain, a technique that allowed me to carefully 
jump across trenches time and again.  Likewise, the engineers’ excavation was also an unstable 
encounter that involved the balancing of precise measurements in the hopes of reconciling their 
ambitious visions of flood relief.         
 The engineers envisioned that the Hope Canal would provide a flood relief channel for 
those communities near the Mahaica River that were consistently flooded out by the release of 
water from the EDWC.  As I described in Chapter 3, while engineers still rely on the Mahaica 





eventually supplement it in those times when the area becomes simply “too inundated” 
(MacDonald 2009: iv).  The Hope Canal is the largest and most technically elaborate post-
disaster reconstruction effort to date spearheaded by the state.  Crisscrossing four villages--Ann’s 
Grove, Hope, Two Friends, and Douchfour--it is projected to be 6.4 miles (10.3 km) long with its 
head adjacent to the EDWC and its outlet on the outfalls of the Atlantic Ocean.  It is partially 
being built in an area where there is an abundant amount of surface area pegasse.  This factor has 
made the canal’s structural design crucially dependent on conservative model estimates for water 
discharge rates that accommodate for what engineers call ‘loosey’ soil.    
 In recognition of these complications, the more ambitious engineers associated with the 
project view the Hope Canal as a structure that can supplement for the shortcomings of an 
incomplete MMA Scheme (see Chapter 3).  Nonetheless, commenting on the limited capabilities 
of the Hope Canal, engineers anticipate that while it will be able to take superficial stress off of 
the EDWC and Mahaica River, it will also open up grounds for new design principles to finish 
the Mahaicony and Mahaica conservancies on the MMA Scheme.  Engineers therefore regard the 
Hope Canal as instrumental to upholding, not putting into question, their past as well as their 
future plans for the coast.  Reworking the insufficiencies of the original MMA Scheme through 
more technical mandates, engineers’ labor on the Hope Canal is as much contingent on re-
writing technical documents as it is on the recognition of how past documents become the 
‘preface’ for describing the limits of their own craft (Derrida 1997).     
 Engineers have dramatically reconsidered the technoscientific value of the EDWC’s 
surrounding soil in order to proceed on what they deem to be already unstable grounds.  In so 
doing, they have run into the problem of deciding which instruments they will use to adjust their 





technoscientific perception of soils.  They traditionally associate pegasse with its tactile quality: 
porous, loose, gelatinous, and moist.  With such tactile qualities as their point of reference, it is 
precisely their various interpretations of what exactly constitutes instability (not stability) that 
characterizes their understandings of the Hope Canal.  Take for instance the lack of technical 
descriptions in preliminary assessment reports used to justify building the canal on pegasse-laden 
savannah.  The reports speak of pegasse simply as another variable that can be manipulated with 
the aid of other instruments, specifically, geotextiles.
70
   With geotextiles in hand, at issue for 
engineers has been less how to avoid using pegasse but how to identify where its layers begin 
and end to fit geotextiles into designs and decrease the risk of the embankment of the canal 
collapsing.           
 Engineers have relied on borehole sampling, a method which involves digging into the 
ground to retrieve samples of soil, to test how deep pegasse goes within the area where the canal 
is to be built.  Borehole samples give engineers generalizations about what lies beneath, 
providing basic knowledge about the quality of soil, but very little knowledge about the 
generative processes that make them good or poor materials for canal design.  For these 
methodological reasons, engineers know very little about how specifically the micro-structures 
of soil bind, dissolve, melt, or freeze, making the particular chemical processes that relate 
organic and inorganic matters a blackbox for most engineers.  These gaps in knowledge are 
readily recognized by engineers and are accounted for by them when they speak of the inherent 
gaps that frame their notions of stability.  Relying on their past experiences with various soils, 
they gain an acute archive of knowledge about the tactile-visual qualities but know less about the 
sedimentary processes of soil formation.  ‘All is subterranean,’ as Wilson Harris once dubbed the 
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Caribbean experience.  Engineers are Harris’ people who make history out of nothing--taking 
dismembered, rank, and dark matter of the earth and humanize it.  But while the Hope Canal is 
one example where gaps in knowledge have literally propelled engineers to reconsider their 
traditional practice, something more has occurred.  While engineers have not been spurred to 
utilize more “precise” instruments to understand the relationship between the organic and 
sedimentary formations of pegasse, they have relied on a variety of alternative methods to design 
with it.  To better understand this distinction let us consider the data engineers received from 
their preliminary bore tests.            
 The excavation of savannah near the EDWC has unearthed sections of not only 
substantial layers of pegasse but also clay.  The canal’s intended area nearest the Atlantic outfall 
has the deepest layers of clay while its top layer of soil has one of the deepest layers of pegasse 
along the six-mile stretch.  Engineers have decided to take full advantage of this uneven 
topography, using the pegasse as the material to build-up the canal’s embankment.   The area 
further away from the Atlantic outfall has less sub-surface clay and so will be reinforced with 
geotextiles.  Once all of the pegasse is dug up and mounted, the geotextiles are laid, and the 
embankment is left to compact, dry, and harden for months.  This method will be repeated with 
the aid of workmen, draglines, and trucks until the six-mile stretch of the canal’s path is dug and 
aligned.  Engineers came by way of this dual method--of using synthetic and organic materials--
with the aid of pedologists (soil scientists).  I first learned of this collaborative work after an 
engineer admitted to me that he has come to appreciate and understand pegasse’s ‘true’ character 
with researchers at the National Agricultural and Research Institute (NARI) in Guyana.  One of 
these researchers was Dr. Edwards, a nationally renowned pedologist frequently abroad 





Pacific.  He intermittently chuckled with indifference as he painted a picture for me of his past 
collaborative efforts with engineers.         
 He explained, just as an engineer would, that pegasse is a very poor foundation for 
building.  This instability is caused by a factor that he admitted engineers’ instruments could 
never detect.  He asked if I was familiar with anaerobic and aerobic processes.  The majority of 
Guyanese coastal soils, it turns out, are quite acidic due to the high proportion of organic matter 
relative to minerals found in them.  In many soil samples over the years, Dr. Edwards has found 
organic matter at various stages of decomposition, starting from those that are subdued in an 
anaerobic state, which means that water is at the soil’s surface and cannot complete its 
decomposition process.  There are places along the coast, such as the savannah area of the Hope 
Canal, that have layers of organic matter that are up to eleven feet deep.  Much of this land is 
routinely submerged in water as a result of heavy rainfall, flooding, and tides, so organic matter 
tends not to decompose.  This leaves the soil fibrous (or ‘loosey’) with very little capacity to 
bind.  In their submerged state, soils undergo very little microbial activity because aerobic 
processes do not occur.  This means that for the most part, pegasse has very little of the bacterial 
activity that would aid in the regeneration of nutrient compositions and give it a more 
“condensed” and “stable”-like quality.71         
 After having repeated experiences encountering inundated soils too weak to support the 
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 These acidic conditions are believed to have first appeared during the Holocene period, when one of the 
first climatic shifts in weather occurred within the region that dramatically affected sea-level rise, thereby 
increasing tidal flats (banks of water-logged land) in the region.  As local archaeologist Denis Williams 
argued decades ago, Amerindians, not Euro-colonials were the first to engineer the coastal plain with a 
network of mud mounds (1982).  The “temporary silting up of creek beds” brought on by sea-level rise 
made these mud mounds essential to the management of floods and made fishing essential for survival, as 
the chaotic tidal cycles made the redistribution of nutrients into coastal soils hard to account for sustaining 
substantial crop growth (90-1).  Such ventures, as we have already encountered, would become 
imaginable only with Euro-colonial canals, trenches, dams, drains, kokers, sluices, and water 
conservancies.  Since the Holocene, then, pegasse’s character has pushed against as well as set the terms 





most flimsy of crops--like sweet fig-banana trees--Dr. Edwards, it turned out, became a master at 
identifying the most ‘fibrous’ of soils by sight.  Like the engineers he worked with, he could 
attribute the color and texture of a soil type to its percentage of organic matter and, by extension, 
its practical utility. Having too much organic matter, he explained, meant that when it was time 
to measure the soil, “a lot of sulfuric acid had to be burned…to snuff out the organic material.”  
Dr. Edwards’ applied research over the years has mostly focused on how to control for anaerobic 
processes in order to “speed up” the microbial activity in the soil in order to maximize its utility 
for the dual purposes of agriculture and engineering.   He had earned a reputation for being fairly 
accurate in his assessments.  When bore tests are run on his projects many people joke that there 
is no need to bother to check the results.  Dr. Edwards has a knack, in other words, for translating 
across scales, controlling for organic processes with technological interventions and thus pinning 
pedology to engineering.           
 In the most immediate and simple of terms, Dr. Edward’s translations are adapted by 
engineers to justify building the Hope Canal.  As Dr. Edwards explained it, “Engineers, whether 
they just scoop everything [pegasse] out or replace it with clay from another area” before they 
build a canal, they have to “consider…are limited by…subterranean factors.”  Such is the 
technical and intra-professional standard for Guyanese engineering institutions: the ecological 
distinctiveness of a given terrain limits the ways in which engineers can account for the collapse 
or “failure” of a structure.  The construction of the Hope Canal, thus, suddenly appears to be a 
project as much about flood relief as the advance of a distinct cultural view about failure and 
how it comes to be perceived by people as endemic to Guyanese environmental and cultural 







By 2008 and early-2009, debates over the technical feasibility of the Hope Canal came to 
a head when the Ministry of Agriculture advertised for bids from local engineering consulting 
firms to manage the canal’s construction.  People responded in newspapers with editorials, letters 
to the editor and on television news shows mostly with suspicion.  Months after a bid was 
accepted and construction began on the canal, the ministry held town-hall style public meetings 
to explain their findings from preliminary feasibility studies and the project’s mission statement.  
Instead of silencing debate, though, the meetings intensified public suspicion (see below).     
 Similar to the debates that framed the 2005 disaster, a number of non-state sponsored 
engineers joined in the Hope Canal debates.  The majority of them characterized the canal as 
“redundant.”  They argued that it would not be needed if the ministry first committed itself to 
completing the original plans of the MMA Scheme. This interpretation of the project was backed 
by the claim that the ministry is relying on very imprecise models for water discharge rates to 
justify the Hope Canal’s construction on such an un-sturdy terrain.   Critics argued that their 
models were further complicated by the engineers’ ‘misguided’ use of data about tidal cycles and 
IPCC estimates about climate change-related sea-level rise.  In other words, critics claimed that 
the parameterizations of the Hope Canal models were off.  Why were water discharge 
coefficients up for debate?  At the very least, the debate pointed to fundamental disagreements 
within local engineering circles about how unknown variables--in this case, pegasse’s inherent 
instability and future patterns of tidal cycles--can be accounted for when planning for water 
allocation and release from the EDWC.  As we saw in the previous chapter, farmers and 
engineers take various positions, sometimes overlapping and other times competing ones, on the 





water discharge coefficient depends on its function as a general equivalent--the yardstick 
according to which sound engineering practice can be measured within the context of people’s 
everyday use of irrigation and drainage in Guyana.        
 From this view, the Hope Canal debates have a very specific character: they flatten the 
aims of competent experimental practice to the aims of good governance.  The thrust of this sort 
of critique is twofold.  Engineers who dismiss the technical capacity of the project will in the 
same breath ask why the ministry has not supplied the public with a detailed ledger accounting 
for the millions of dollars (US$) used to finance the project.   In other words, their critique 
assumes that precise mathematical operations do what they ought to do: rationalize or correct the 
deviances, shortsightedness, and faults of irrational actors.  But while this critique seemingly 
passes the litmus test for “civic science,” it is rather limited in its ability to explain why 
alternative models are any better than the ones already proposed (Fortun and Fortun 2005).
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While the Hope Canal critics give voice to alternative genealogies and worldviews about 
pegasse, they shape an argument about the ‘endemic’ characteristics of the coastal landscape 
around generalizable claims about political failure.          
 In response to these critics, it is easy for me to say that they are fraught by their own 
inability to recognize the plural ways in which models are produced, circulated, and consumed 
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 While Fortun and Fortun (2005) have used Bateson’s concept of the double bind to talk about civic 
science they have done so only with the recognition that science’s ethical contradictions circulate as if 
they are in two separate spheres “science” and “policy-advocacy.”  This is particularly evident in their 
discussion about the ways in which scientists (in her case toxicologists) respond to the “political” stakes 
of their science in terms of funding sources or acting as witnesses/experts in court cases.  Once scientists 
reflect on and try to fit their work to the ‘best possible’ outcomes for people, the double bind is realized 
on their part and so they attempt to overcome it.  I find this reading of the double bind to be limited for 
two reasons.  One, it assumes that “science” and “policy” always already circulating as separate spheres. 
While they might indeed have different aims, actors, and methods, they are not necessarily separate 
spheres.  Two, in a related way, it assumes that civic science necessarily extends out from the laboratory 
and into the world as opposed to the other way around or likewise, in rather creative or spontaneous ways.  
What I suggest here is that there needs to be another reading of civic science that reads the double bind as 
a much more spontaneous and creative endeavor that cuts across rather than vertically through the public 





for specific purposes or may be parsed out to represent different claims.  But this sort of response 
sidesteps the central problem at hand which, I argue, is essential for understanding the double 
bind that characterizes the global scientific-legal context of climate change.  I suggest here that 
what the Hope Canal debates point to is whether or not experimental practice is itself just another 
form of political critique that constitutes a worldview about the distinction between science and 
ethics (Maurer 2002: 318). 
Accounting for Gaps    
The popular debates about the Hope Canal that I describe above do not make a clear 
distinction between on the one hand, the ability of engineers to talk about the failure of the 
EDWC as a matter of fact and on the other, the ability of politicians and bureaucrats to talk about 
the EDWC as a matter of concern (Latour 2004).  In other words, part of the rhetorical move of 
the Hope Canal critics is to blur the distinction between how expertise is interpreted and given 
cache by the public and the ways expertise is measured within the epistemic communities in 
which it is cultivated.  I argue that this rhetorical move reflects the rhetorical style of Burnham’s 
populist socialism and his political opponents in the 1970s-80s that I described in Chapter 2.  At 
first, it may not seem to make much sense for me to interpret the critics of the Hope Canal as 
aligning themselves with Burnham populism.  But perhaps it is easier to understand why I do this 
if we stop to consider why critics think that Hope Canal engineers are utilizing an insufficient 
method in the first place.             
 As a number of engineers affiliated with the Hope Canal (state-sponsored and private 
consultants alike) explained to me: a tradition of local engineering collapsed during the Burnham 
years.  They put forward a number of explanatory accounts for why the MMA Scheme was never 





practically be completed because he worked in a situation where a Caribbean state-of-the-art soil 
laboratory was built on the dime of a number of coveted US need-based grants only to fall into 
mismanagement by a broke government.  “Now it sits rotting abandoned on the outskirts of 
Sophia while we test soils in a less than adequate facility in Kingston.”  Other examples like 
these of abandoned contracts and institutions reflect stark appraisals about how Burnham-era 
disutility shaped the way that engineers reconciled institutional failure around the pragmatic aims 
of their scientific craft.  Moral economy was dependent on engineers re-working conventional 
soil survey and construction methods in order to achieve their experimental objectives.  In their 
view, the practical and theoretical aims of science and economy were more than just dependent 
on one another--they were translations of one another, not a reflection of an already existing 
ideology about socialism or black nationalism.  This is why, unlike the general public and a 
number of other non-scientific bureaucrats (such as military officials), engineers can say that “we 
all [Afro-and Indo-Guyanese] worked together under Burnham to survive.”  They were a motley 
racial crew of seemingly loyal party technocrats.
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 See Rupert Roopnarine’s essay “Resonances of Revolution: Grenada, Suriname, Guyana” (2009) for a 
more general discussion about the failure of multiracial political parties and ethos under socialism in the 
early-1980s Caribbean.  Roopnarine argues that it was the inability of political leaders to let go of 
“secrets” that led to mistrust between different racial factions, particularly in Grenada and Guyana, which 
in-turn led to political violence, party vanguardism, and the ultimate collapse of, as he describes it, 
“grassroots mobilization.”  He goes on to argue that once these secrets are made public ‘real’ democracy 
and social justice can be achieved.  While I find this reading helpful for outlining an arguably ‘silenced’ 
narrative about contemporary leftist-politics in the Caribbean, I find his insistence on the hard distinction 
between “facts” and “secrets” about the Grenada Revolution, the coup in Suriname, and Walter Rodney’s 
assassination, to be problematic.  In drawing such a distinction, on the one hand, Roopnarine assumes that 
both the state and oppositional political parties were each producing “facts” about their contemporary 
political moments--about jobs, poverty, racism, imperialism, debt, inflation, and sexism--completely 
separate from one another, as if state technocrats and grassroots mobilizers were in separate vacuums and 
that technical and lay knowledge are always already in ideological opposition to each other.  The 
distinction assumes that if this is the case, than any encounter between the state and non-state actors is 
about “unmasking” or creating an atmosphere of “secrets” in order to protect the interests of a state or 
non-state political base.  The ideology work Roopnarine suggests here is, in short, a critical analysis of the 
fetish.  He attempts to explain how Caribbeans could have been non-duped by the ‘false’ socialism of 





 The perspectives of migrated Burnham-era engineers can perhaps provide an exemplary 
point of view about people’s general ambiguity about the Hope Canal and its relationship to the 
Burnham years.  One spring afternoon three years into the Hope Canal’s construction I met with 
Christian, a Guyanese engineer who just short of twenty years ago migrated to New York after 
deciding that, as he put it, “practicing his craft at home was hopeless.”   He worked for a 
subsidiary department of the UK engineering firm Halcrow, located in New York’s financial 
district across the street from the World Trade Center’s memorial towers.74   That afternoon 
Christian insisted that we talk over lunch indoors as storm clouds quickly rolled in, replacing the 
sun’s glean against the towers’ partially constructed glass frame.  Working in lower Manhattan 
near the 9/11 memorial site, he explained, reminded him of the basic engineering tenants he once 
had to account for in Guyana.  “In lower Manhattan you have very good soil…like dense 
rock…it lets you build-up structures like these massive buildings…in Guyana you can’t do 
this....[but] just as those tree huggers and scientists predict (he chuckles)…sea-level rise may 
cause Manhattan to submerge...just as Guyana worries about sea-level rise…we [engineers] may 
or may not be able to build for this.”             
 Working for Halcrow, the same firm that managed the initial plans for the MMA Scheme 
in the 1930s-70s, made Christian even less reserved about his appraisal of the Burnham years 
and their reverberations in the present.  In operation for over one hundred and twenty years, 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
mobilizers perpetuated the illusion that they were beyond the fray or outside of the shortcomings of state 
technocracy.  But while I am somewhat sympathetic to this reading, what I want to emphasize here is that 
in order to take this position Roopnarine has to ignore a critical point.  He does not query how or why the 
political distinction between “fact” and “secret” circulates to uphold norms about how expertise--and the 
grounds of that analytical/scientific enterprise--is used to achieve certain political ends such as social 
justice or democracy.   
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 It has been reported in Guyanese newspapers that “of the just under 3,000 people who perished in the 
World Trade Center attacks 25 were Guyanese, probably one of the highest per capita figures for 





Halcrow is considered one of the world’s premiere engineering firms, particularly in 
transportation and maritime engineering.  Its website boasts an interactive archive of pictures and 
films from its mid-twentieth century projects in colonies and then recently-independent colonies 
such as Kenya, South Africa, and the Arab Emirates.  Another webpage offers a biographical 
sketch of Sir Walter Halcrow and a description of the firm’s contribution not only to the 
engineering sciences but also global security and defense.  It describes the firm’s days during 
WWII when it became prominent after the firm managed to ‘flood proof’ the London tunnel.   
After this feat, Halcrow secured the esteem of the British government and many of its 
engineering contracts in some of its more lucrative colonies.  Guyana is not one among this list.  
Guyana’s absence from Halcrow’s ledger was further emphasized to me when Christian 
explained that he called Halcrow’s head offices in the UK to retrieve the complete papers of the 
MMA Scheme for out reference, only to fall short.  “They have yet to be digitized...they are in 
hard copy buried somewhere in Halcrow’s offsite archive.”               
 Over lunch, Christian recalled his expertise in soil surveying, specifically running bore 
tests near the dam gates and its outlets of the Abary River on the MMA Scheme.  He wagered 
that the best bet for the Hope Canal to be successful is for engineers to rely more heavily on data 
from the topographic and hydrographic surveys of the Abary, Mahaichony, and Mahaica Rivers 
to ‘check’ the water discharge coefficients currently being used to model for the canal.  The 
problem, of course, is that this data has not been accounted for or was simply never collected.  
Such gaps in knowledge, Christian explained, is what makes Hope Canal engineers too reliant on 
two variables at the expense of others--tidal currents and rainfall--to model the canal’s water 
discharge.  He surmised that this was perhaps an effect of the relatively cheap and non-technical 





relatively consistent record of rainfall data going back centuries. This record supplements for 
IPCC data for rainfall scenarios which Hope Canal engineers consider “too speculative” for their 
models even while that they readily use IPCC data for sea-level rise.  But while these two 
variables may be relatively well-tabulated across global networks of science, they do not 
represent the whole story.           
 As Christian argued, Hope Canal engineers’ overreliance on a limited set of variables is 
problematic less so for construction than for modeling purposes.  Engineers account for unknown 
variables by running regressions to find more stringent coefficients for the known variables.  
They do not interpret each of the coefficients that make-up these regressions as equivalent to one 
another.  Each coefficient stands alone, independent of the conditions that frame the 
parameterization of another coefficient.  Regression allows for solving for unknowns by 
subtracting the same variable from both sides of an equation and reducing them to zero in order 
to calibrate the value of a particular variable for the purposes of a given model.  Multiple 
equations are simultaneously run by a computer until suitable combinations of coefficients are 
found.   This makes it possible for engineers to compare seemingly unrelated data--i.e. 
hydrographic and topographic--to one another and then correlate them to a given outcome in this 
case, water discharge. Nevertheless, having a number of unknown variables leaves engineers 
with less reliable models.  They are less likely to have coefficients that have errors within a given 
parameterization and so the resulting model is more likely to be less equipped to accurately 
represent multiple scenarios.  In other words, the Hope Canal model’s parameterization (and 
therefore, accuracy) is limited by the possibility of its own gaps.  The model’s lack is embodied 
by the functional role of coefficients to balance an equation to run a regression.   





Canal can never be fully accounted for in their models.  It is this ‘not quite’--the gap in 
knowledge--that animated the ways in which Christian reflected on how the political economy 
and technological mandates of the Burnham-era unevenly map onto those in the present.  “Right 
as I left in ‘80…for Hungary, then French Guiana, then Canada to work…that’s when things got 
bad…A ministry was established to manage the distribution and circulation of permits for raising 
national funds, particularly for public works projects.”   In Christian’s view, the new ministry 
made it nearly impossible for him and other engineers to be granted basic funds in a timely 
manner to complete projects.  “Things became stagnant…no one wanted to work.”  By the early-
1980s, Burnham nationalized banks in the hopes of generating income through interest to support 
his co-operative schemes and to curb rising local food and oil prices.  Within months of 
nationalizing the banks, the value of the Guyanese dollar dramatically dropped.  The banks 
began monitoring the flow of foreign currency and Burnham implemented rationing the main 
agricultural exports, sugar and rice, and the types of public works projects worth completing.
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 Christian described the phone calls he received from friends who stayed to work as 
engineers with the Ministry of Agriculture.  “They called complaining to me that they wanted to 
move to Suriname, Barbados, Venezuela, and Canada because the [GY] dollar was no longer 
convertible.”  For those who did stay, he remembered hearing stories about how “they saw their 
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 Engineers mark the early-1980s when grant monies from the IMF and the World Bank to administer 
projects on the MMA Scheme began to dry-up as Burnham presented a more radical vision of socialism 
to the international community.  By this time, Burnham had successfully nationalized the sugar industry 
(1971), called for the Sophia Declaration (1976), and implemented his most forceful attack against union 
organizing, particularly in the sugar and mining sectors and against the squatting campaigns that erupted 
on land on the MMA Scheme (see below).  Burnham’s hardline stance opened the floodgates for what 
many engineers viewed as the vulnerable conditions that are now endemic to local engineering practice: 
the state’s discriminate distribution of large contracts to ‘loyal’ local consulting firms to aid the 
government’s management of public works and infrastructure projects.  Not surprisingly, compounded by 
the lack of government funds in circulation during the time of Burnham, party loyalty in what was 
remaining of Guyana’s private sector, also came to characterize how engineers interpreted the cost-benefit 





work as pointless...tied to food prices not structures…canals...”  Emphasizing what he meant 
about the devaluation of expert labor under Burnham, his grammar slacked as he pointed to the 
miniature tea kettle on our table. “If I was instructed to design a new handle for this kettle and I 
said it go like this ‘cause it make sense…financial and technical sense…but my boss come later 
and say it go another way…wha’ you think I do?”  Accordingly, Christian insisted, people found 
it more helpful to stand in bread lines than to go to work.  “Even before I left…my buddies and I 
would drive to work…see these long lines on the public road…turn back drive by and see what it 
was about, and some would get out the car and stand in line [all day without the guarantee of 
getting something] rather than go to work.”  Christian and his colleagues were caught in a double 
bind, unable to on the one hand survive unless they did not work and on the other, could work 
but to the extent that their work could not ensure the environmental security of the nation.                   
 Christian returned to Guyana in 1992 with the election of the PPP, looking for 
opportunity.  He figured that with the pouring in of structural adjustment grants to manage 
Guyana’s transitioning economy that there would be plenty of work, but he was mistaken.  
Christian interpreted the transition as playing out as a fierce political antagonism within the 
ministries. Many engineers at their own discretion “retired” before being forcibly removed from 
their positions by the new government in the early-1990s.  With retirements he saw engineering 
assessment reports go missing as people were shuffled in and out.  Some documents went 
missing because of mere institutional neglect while others were taken by exiting workers.   
 Christian’s belief in the transition was short-lived.  Discouraged by the “young and 
inexperienced” engineers who were heading projects on the MMA Scheme on which he once 
served.  He explained the trouble that Guyana was in by 1992: “there was so much money [for 





generation, both Indo-Guyanese and Afro-Guyanese alike, returned assuming that they would 
continue where they left off.  But with the Ministry of Agriculture now dependent on brokering 
larger donor project contracts with ‘old head’ engineers who had stayed, but now were managing 
their own private consulting firms, he observed that “nothing changed…it was now PPP doing 
what PNC did but with more money.”         
 Depending on the ‘rank’ of engineer and so their familiarity with the internal politics of 
the PNC and PPP, the privatization of engineering contracts by the early-1990s had contradictory 
consequences.  High-ranking engineers describe the transition as segregating institutional ranks 
with Indo-Guyanese engineers predominately moving to the Ministry of Agriculture and Afro-
Guyanese engineers to the Ministry of Public Works.  However, low to mid-ranking engineers, 
like Christian, describe the transition as a misconceived attempt at “political progress.”  The 
transition and reshuffling of engineers hinged on a certain understanding that Burnham’s 
socialism was antithetical to the nation’s progress, making the PPP’s belief in “social justice for 
all” and “soft neoliberal-markets” a way to reconcile Burnham’s failures.  Now, he surmised, 
“we don’ know where all this money comes from for a project or why they cost so much…just 
more money in circulation which means people get madder when things fail…so eventually, I 
left…again.” 
Consolidating Failure 
It seems that Christian’s assessments of the Hope Canal has less to do with the fear that it 
will have some technical shortcomings than it does with his inability to translate the aims of 
science into the aims of economy.  He reminisces about his failures as well as those of the 
ministries for which he worked that ultimately led to his double migration.  He seems to be 





democracy should look and act like in postcolonial Guyana. To recall, in Chapters 1 and 2, I 
described how 2005 disaster victims spoke of technoscientific and political failures as equivalent 
to one another.  The rogue engineers and the comic book writers who played a part in 
disseminating information about the 2005 disaster were the prime actors who thought of such 
equivalences.  These actors reminded us that technoscientific notions of failure inform the ways 
in which property rights can be realized, which in turn ground ideals of citizenship.
76
   But as I 
argue throughout this chapter, the extent to which this is true depends as much on the ways in 
which facts about failure circulate within the public sphere as it does with the ways in which 
people interpret some experimental practices to be more ethical than others.  To further 
appreciate the importance of this insight requires a quick detour into the broader experimental 
world that characterizes the sub-field of geotechnical engineering.      
 Historians of science have recently begun to document the “founder” of geotechnical 
engineering Karl von Terzaghi and his insights on the link between social and technological 
ontologies (de Boer 2011).  His initial work in the 1920s-30s in engineering included the 
construction of dams, bridges, and hydroelectric power plants throughout Europe.  His focus on 
the interface between soils and hydraulics eventually led him to experiment with best practices 
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 I traced the concept of technological failure through the work of post-World War II theorists of 
citizenship Isaiah Berlin and T.S. Marshall in the Introduction.  Their discussions of technoscience and 
citizenship were critiques, arguably, of two prevailing schools of earlier thought. In diverging ways, 
Berlin and Marshall were responding to 1) phenomenological views about the built environment and the 
‘organic’ emergence of the citizen to maintain this environment (Hediegger 1982) and 2) the forces of 
global capital and imperialism that uprooted and (de)territoralized the modern ideal of the ‘national’ 
citizenship.  Instead of focusing on the question of the ‘national,’ Berlin and Marshall ask how the 
mandates of the ‘technological’ guaranteed the advancement of social rights.  They both viewed the 
concretization of economy around technoscience as a necessary step towards imagining freedom and 






for piping saturated soils.
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   Some of Terzaghi’s most prolific insights about saturated soils came 
by accident.   After leaving clay and water stuck between a microscope’s glass plates, he noticed 
a change in color in Newtonian rings in the water.  This indicated the amount of stress between 
the glass plates caused by the flow of water through the clay.   From this observation, Terzaghi 
concluded that the load of a fluid on the surface of clay is carried by the pore water contained in 
the clay’s microscopic voids (Terzaghi 1960: 6).  He coined this process “consolidation.”  He 
later generalized these observations by developing a basic differential equation for the 
consolidation process.  The equation computes the rate of settlement of a fluid within a given 
clay foundation, a rate that ultimately aids engineers in computing for factors such as soil 
stability.           
 At first, Terzaghi’s equation was not warmly received by his peers within the 
EuroAmerican community of engineers.  It was a community that was rapidly gaining an elite 
and politically insular status as governments were in dire need of loyal engineers to manage 
public works projects to sustain European war efforts during World War I.  Engineers’ expertise 
was needed less for construction per se than for providing models for specific environmental 
conditions for European states to better govern their nations as well as those in their unfamiliar 
colonies.  During this period, statistical modeling was virtually nonexistent for validating 
models.   Rather, modeling was based on running proofs against the assumed properties of ‘ideal 
materials’ such as reinforced concrete.   For this reason, Terzaghi’s affinity for experimental 
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 This involves laying pipes to manipulate the flow of fluids and gas from one location to another to 
avoid the collapse of foundations.  He observed that the upward flow of water through a cylindrical body 
of sand starts to ‘boil’ as soon as the loss of the head of the pipe becomes equal to the weight of the 
submerged unit of sand.  From this observation he concluded that by covering the surface of the sand with 
a filter, the rate at which sand begins to boil could be increased to the direct proportion of the load, 
thereby controlling water’s pressure on a given foundation.  He applied these results to inform the 
construction of dams on permeable foundations--such as sand and ‘porous’ soils.  The design of this 
experiment was later replicated with coastal clay-like soils.  Newtonian rings are an interfaced pattern 





design was viewed as unorthodox.  Critics vehemently attacked his method in regional 
engineering journals.  These critiques encouraged Terzaghi to republish a series of proofs and 
further explore materials other than clay, namely sand and brackish coastal soils, in order to 
validate his original conclusions.             
 In the 1930s, with the initial publications of his findings in articles such as “Principles of 
Soil Mechanics,” Terzaghi began teaching in both Austria and the US after nearly a decade of 
consulting on dam projects in the US and Latin America.  With ample students and consulting 
work under his belt, he proposed that his theory of consolidation be used to describe soils more 
generally.  He initiated countless comparative laboratory studies on elasticity, shearing, and 
effective stress.  In these studies he paid particular attention to the comparative characteristics 
between sand, clay, concrete, and soil coefficients.  In using a comparative method, Terzaghi 
could not assume--as his contemporaries did-- that evidence of consolidation does not exist 
ontologically prior to observing the ways in which stress affects the relationship between solids 
and fluids.  To assume so would be antithetical to the main principles of his consolidation thesis 
which stated that in privileging reinforced concrete as an ideal variable one could not explain 
how loads (stress) dissipate across uneven material properties.  Under Teraghzi’s consolidation 
thesis, coefficients no longer stood in as crude approximations of ‘ideal material properties,’ 
rather, they took on a referential function to explain the varying conditions under which soils 
actually fail in the world.  In other words, Teraghhzi’s work shifted the epistemological 
foundations of geotechnical engineers from one primarily based on deductive to inductive 
methods.  Different kinds of coefficients do different kinds of persuasive work, the task of the 
engineer after Teraghzi has thus been to determine which coefficient is the most crucial to 





 Teraghzi’s consolidation thesis profoundly affected the world of EuroAmerican 
engineering to the point that it was only decades later that modeling for general categories of 
“calculated risk” were viewed within the sub-field as an analytical problem related to processes 
of consolidation.  Modeling for calculated risks became a cottage industry as early as the 1960s 
when engineers began to theorize about concepts such as ‘imperfect knowledge’ with the aid of 
computer run regressions (Whitman 1986: 316).  This analytical shift reflected what Robert 
Castel (1991) describes as the “paradoxes of danger”--the contemporary sciences replicating 
their own theories of risk through statistical method.  To describe calculated risk engineers use 
phrases like “confidence intervals’ or “random distributions” to characterize the properties of an 
object in an experimental context.  In the case of the Hope Canal, running models for water 
discharge rates allow engineers to describe the “current state” of the EDWC based on the 
calculated risk of its embankment collapsing or being inundated under an array of different 
scenarios.  Through this modeling engineers conflate ‘actual conditions’ with conditions related 
to projected risks.  Hence, mathematics for engineers is a practice of self-replicating norms 
(Wittgenstein 1956) dedicated to re-presenting experimental practice around a given constant, 
even when the experiment falls short of its intended results (Pincock 2009).     
 In other words, engineering practices and epistemologies are implicated in two distinct 
types of risk discourse: the future risk of a collapsed structure is inseparable from the engineer’s 
risk of running insufficient variables in a model that must eventually be accounted for in 
experimental practice.  The limits of this discourse, however, are self-evident when engineering 
institutions have no measures in place to make productive use of their “gaps” in knowledge 
about a potential risk (Riles 2010).  That is, the lack of confidence many engineers have in the 





are viewed as equivalent, such that a crisis in one is interpreted as the cause and the effect of a 
crisis in the other.            
 If for engineers, failure is a shifting referent, then so too is their experimental practice 
(Petroski 2006).  In recent years, a subfield of engineering called geo-environmental engineering 
has emerged. It reworks Terzaghi’s theory of consolidation to account for not only fluids but also 
interactive ecological processes such as microbial reproduction, pollution, mineral runoff, and 
climate change on soil.  The sub-field is emerging as a viable track for interdisciplinary 
environmental sciences and commercial opportunities in EuroAmerican research universities 
with the aid of generous grants from the NSF and biotech firms. One approach of this sub-field 
involves microbiologists and engineers collaborating to develop glue-like adhesives made from 
the enzymes of microbes found in soils (Sporosarcina pasteuril).  Manipulating the reproductive 
and growth cycles of microbes, they extract the microbes’ exterior casings and enzymes and 
measure the rate at which soil (in the preliminary cases, sand) condenses when wet with an 
added ‘binder’ material (Mortensen et al. 2011).  For engineers, this biomedia has the potential to 
be used in coastal environments prone to sea-level rise, a cheaper alternative to hard sea-defense 
structures in budget strapped developed and developing contexts alike.     
 The grander mission and commercial incentives of this experimental work is two-fold. 
The high risk of sea-level rise due to climate change around the world has made bio-mediated 
soil technologies a means for the engineering sciences to incorporate environmentally 
sustainable technologies to replace aging hard-infrastructure while broadening its 
epistemological reference about material foundations.  The instruments involved in the 
preliminary laboratory work--sand, bacteria colonies, and a vacuum--are, not surprisingly, vastly 





engineers use today.  And yet, they are being employed to measure similar dynamics--the 
strength of soils--while observing subsurface soil conditions.  As an engineer close to the project 
described to me, “most of us [engineers] still don’t care about soils [in this way]…we think 
foundations/stress.”  Here, it is striking that she draws a distinction between the “core concerns” 
of her field from the, admittedly, alternative methods of her experimental practice.  The 
distinction, perhaps, speaks as much to how climate change has reworked engineering’s 
epistemological claims about failure as it demands that uncertain data about climate change 
become the ethical rationale for technoscientific experimentation.     
 For a number of environmental and bureaucratic reasons, engineers in Guyana are 
decades away from exploring the advantages of an experimental practice dedicated to 
transforming pegasse into a productive biomedia for engineering. Nevertheless, I find this 
genealogy productive because it reveals how facts about failure are an effect and not a 
precondition for engineering’s’ ethical response to climate change.  Indeed, as we have seen, 
engineers in Guyana represent pegasse, sea-level rise, and precipitation in competing ways to 
make empirical as well as epistemological claims about the Hope Canal and EDWC.  Their 
claims have absorbed them as well as non-experts alike into the intricacies of putatively risky 
political situations.  As Christian rehearsed, peoples’ and varying institutions’ beliefs in the idea 
that science and economy ought to be equivalent to one another drives narratives about 
calculated risk from merely being the interest of an academic cottage industry to a matter of 
concern about climate change in Guyana.  But, as I have suggested here, such beliefs only 
materialize into facts when Hope Canal engineers or well-funded engineering laboratories in 





Christians can always be undone, unwound, and indeed, contain within them other details that 
make risks appear more like opportunities than failures.     
‘Voodoo Means’         
 Keeping this broader context about geotechnical engineering’s experimental practices in 
mind enables us to see something remarkable.  From the vantage point of the debates about the 
Hope Canal, political and technoscientific failure look very different than they did under the 
PNC or even during the initial postsocialist period in the early-1990s under the PPP.  As 
Christian reported, struggles over racial politics are inseparable from a particular understanding 
of the place of risk in conceptualizing the interface between natural and technological processes.  
In other words, engineers as well as non-engineers in contemporary Guyana, do not talk about 
flooding--as many once did--as if it were a mere consequence of (post)colonial racism.  They 
talk about flooding as stunning proof of the links between technoscientific knowledge and a 
practice of citizenship itself.  In the most concrete of terms, this means citizens who go through 
the everyday routine of calculating when it is too risky to diverge from the script of racial 
politics to talk about their flooded land as an infringement on their social rights.  One thing is 
clear: in a national context where the terms of property are tied to the rhythm of environmental 
disaster, a citizen’s most basic rights cannot ever be completely guaranteed.  Instead, what is 
guaranteed is that the conditions for those rights will be contested, claimed, and refracted around 
talk about the (in)congruent relationship between science and economy.     
 I was advised by a few engineers close to the Hope Canal project to go to the Guyana 
Human Rights Association (GHRA) to get to know more about the people being evicted from 
their land for the canal’s construction.  Despite receiving what were rather straightforward 





Georgetown.  I missed the unmarked street a few blocks south of the Walter Rodney Memorial 
monument, whose 2010 construction was overseen by an engineer affiliated with the Hope 
Canal.  Gated, shaded and located off of a block of abandoned buildings, weeds and an unpaved 
intersection, the GHRA’s exterior was colorfully painted with drawings of disproportionately 
small children playing in a field of disproportionately large trees and flowers.  When I entered, I 
found a staff member cataloguing documents atop stacks of pamphlets about anti-violence and 
political freedom.  Along the walls hung the GHRA’s certification awards and snippets from old 
newspaper reports chronicling their work in Amerindian affairs, voting, domestic and state 
violence, prison security, and government corruption amongst many other issues.    
 In the summer months of 2011 when I visited, the GHRA was preoccupied with 
corralling volunteers for their voter awareness campaign for the upcoming November national 
elections.  After the election was postponed by parliamentary-bureaucratic hang-ups for over a 
year, the GHRA’s campaign-election campaign was arguably parallel to that of their 1992 
campaign.  It was an election that was heralded to be one for ‘party change’--ideological as well 
as bureaucratic--particularly for the PNC.  Riding high with optimism over the past years with 
Obama’s first presidency, many people believed that the 2011 election would address the 
substantial issues of recent years--prison breaks, environmental disaster, violence, and debt.  The 
Hope Canal had been, thus, not an exceptional event in the eyes of the GHRA but one of many 
along a long list that exemplified citizens’ rights endangered by racial politicking under 
neoliberal reform.            
 One year into its construction, the GHRA in 2010 began lobbying the state to stop the 
evictions.  Nearly a year later when I visited their office, the GHRA had deemed their lobbying a 





directed me toward an archive of newspaper clippings and residents’ letters from over the past 
three years which documented their advocacy work with the evicted from the villages Ann’s 
Grove, Hope, Two Friends, and DouchFour.  The letters were written by residents to their 
government representatives and head officials affiliated with the Ministry of Agriculture.  The 
letters read something like an engineer’s logbook.  They were mostly written by farmers and 
village representatives.  They described in intricate detail why and where sections of the canal 
could not be built because of existing kokers and dams that were derelict or simply not draining.  
Referencing other countries where “millions of citizens” have lost their lives to failures of levees 
and dams, residents insisted that the fundamental problem with the project was that they were not 
consulted by the government before plans began for construction.     
 Consultation occurred months after the canal’s construction began.  The impromptu 
consultations spurred one letter writer, Mr. Forde, to recall the consultations as “voodoo means”: 
I did speak with one of the local engineers for the canal project, and I asked, how are they
 going to build on 6 to 7 miles of pegasse land and he made mention of geosynthetic
 means.  I thought he meant be [sic] geomantic, gemancy, voodoo means.  Now if this is
 going to work for 6 miles of pegasse along this new canal, why not use this on problem
 areas of the conservancy [EDWC] now? (Mr. Forde, April 19, 2009). 
 
Mr. Forde interprets the consultations as opening up irrational worlds predicated on witchcraft.   
In his view, the consultations are only deemed possible because he perceives himself to have as 
much (if not more) expertise about pegasse than do engineers.  But the challenge in viewing Mr. 
Forde’s dismissal of the engineers as mere sedition or disrespect is misguided as it is dispositions 
like Mr. Forde’s that spurred the state to preemptively call the meeting in the first place.  In this 
instance, calling science a closed system of knowledge only open to the enlisted and learned 
witness seems woefully mistaken.  It is neither closed nor a system.  Think back again to Chapter 





EDWC.  In Mr. Forde’s and the farmers’ scenario, engineering does partially exist outside the 
confines of state and scientific institutional cultures, and can therefore be narrated outside the 
history of state violence, racism and inequality.  If one is too uncomfortable calling civic 
consultations like Mr. Forde’s an aspect of science, than a more anthropological vein can be 
taken and it can instead be called bricolage.  For consultation itself is a constitutive force that 
brings the epistemic murk of engineering to the surface.  It has the power to become a gathering 
point for conflict in a series of racial, class, and political distinctions made between the rational 
and the irrational, the expert and the non-expert.  For this reason, engineering exists not as a 
practice internal to itself but as a practice that mobilizes all of the risk that state institutions have 
not historically been able to successfully capture and tame through law and force.    
 Residents’ preoccupations with voodoo and eviction were only the beginning of their 
concerns.  Letters from other residents describe their frustration with compensation--fertilizers, 
insecticide, and seeds--given to them by the ministry for their troubles.  Furthermore, 
compensation was only offered to the surveyed 11 households projected to be displaced: 
They [the ministry] told us that only one row of houses would be affected, that it [the
 canal] would take 150 ft. and would be as straight as ever.  During the same gathering,
 about a dozen persons unknown to residents, were calculating among us telling us we
 would be compensated well.  They even gave a figure of $40 million (GY) dollars for
 each household.  One female resident had cause to tell one of the strangers who came in a
 car that maybe he should give her his house and car and take the $40 million…some of us
 have lived here for over 60 years and many of our parents and grandparents were born
 here.  We don’t believe this proposal canal [sic] will only affect a few households…or a
 proper plan in place for compensation much less allocation of farmlands.  We have to
 learn from the experience of the Mahaica farmers.  They were encouraged to move from
 the flooded-out Mahaica Creek to Hope with promises of 5 acres each of farmlands and
 house lots since last April.  These families are now living in Hope in small houses
 donated by Food for the Poor without any land.  In our area the average of each
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Residents I interviewed suggested that these strangers were old head friends of the PPP there to 
convince, arguably bully as some described, them into signing off on the project and so their eviction 





In the place of debating the technicalities of soil, residents opted for debating the technicalities of 
compensation and its link to property.  Attached to these letters were signed affidavits of people 
admitting to having no proof of property titles but titles of birth certificates and letters from 
family members proving their claim to land from which they were soon to be evicted.  
Referencing constitutional articles on public assembly and due right to citizen participation, 
residents argued that because they were not consulted before the construction of the canal, the 
state had no right to evict them even if they had no proof of a title.  In response to these letters 
government officials in newspaper articles/Letters to the Editor explained their legal right to 
build the canal to the national public.  The government’s response cites stipulations in property 
law that detail the distinctions between “transport deeds” and “land titles” on State Land (see 
Chapter 2), giving the state in matters of “compulsory purchase” (eminent domain) final 
authority over how land is bought and managed.   It is in the language of the law, so it seems that 
the private and the public jointly but unevenly created the social space for experimental science.   
And yet, as the evicted see it, this very same space is the source of their paralysis, enclosing 
them face-to-face with the limitations of their own expertise.      
 The situation of Oumar, the farmer in Hope we met at the beginning of this chapter, 
epitomizes the rather contradictory outcome of compulsory purchase.  He is a rice farmer living 
in the direct line of the Hope Canal.  Since 2009, from the creaky porch of his wooden house he 
has watched draglines from a distance move pegasse from one side of an embankment to 
another.  He has lived on this land since “his father’s, father” leased it from “whites” 
(presumably associates of Booker Sugar).  As a small-time Indo-Guyanese rice farmer, he 
presumed that he had more cache with the Ministry of Agriculture compared to those cash crop 





nearby.  He learned quite quickly however that he was just as expendable in a post-2005 context 
where engineers now focus on pegasse as an object of their experimental practice.   
 Working with the GHRA, since ground broke on the canal, Oumar has walked countless 
advocates and media workers on his land and the nearby canal construction site.  When he 
walked me, he pointed to his track of land that was connected to the canal’s main throughway.  
He explained that if the canal were dug it would intrude on his land by cutting straight across his 
paddies making his land no longer accessible to receive water from a nearby irrigation canal.  
Similar to the problem we already witnessed in the lower reaches of the Mahaica, building a new 
canal parallel to the existing canal grid and through the middle of an existing field can potentially 
cut off parts of the field to water.  To avoid such an issue, Oumar’s land would eventually have 
to be “turned” in order for parts of his undisturbed land to access water.  As a means of 
reassurance, even if the “turn” did work, the Ministry of Agriculture told him that he would be 
further compensated for his loyal diligence with a new plot of land and home on a nearby 
housing scheme.            
 If it was twenty years earlier, Oumar readily admitted, he would have interpreted this 
compensation as a ‘racial-thing,’ a means of the PPP state performing loyalty to its Indo-
Guyanese constituency while he performed loyalty to a PPP state that was doing its best to right 
the wrongs of purported black chauvinism and racism of the Burnham era.  But the two forms of 
loyalty, he questioned, were no longer equivalent to one another, or perhaps, never were.  He 
viewed his family’s ownership of the land as a racial triumph: indentured servants having bought 
out and put a stranglehold on colonial white wealth.  And yet, he viewed the eviction that came 
from his inheritance as twofold.  His eviction makes apparent that the postcolonial state has 





race talk becomes a tacit point of reference about expertise to land management and not property 
reform itself.             
 A couple hundred yards away behind his paddies, a tract of cash crops, and a line of 
coconut trees stands a newly built housing scheme next to the head office of the Hope Canal 
construction site.  Most of these concrete and “flat” homes were not complete when Oumar and I 
visited, and some of them having walls half-constructed and doors hanging off of hinges.  Most 
people from the “back land” of his village, who were primarily within 150 ft. on either side of 
the canal’s embankment, were identified by the Ministry of Agriculture as “in the way” of the 
canal and so eligible for these homes.  As we walked around the housing scheme, Oumar pointed 
to the small kitchen gardens guarded by thin pieces of silver wire in the front yards of the home.  
“This will be my new plot,” he said, to further emphasize what he deemed to be unreasonable 
compensation for his sacrifice.  The majority of the residents of the scheme at the time were from 
Mahaica while the majority of Hope, DouchFour, Two Friends, and Ann’s Grove residents were 
holding out.  Oumar was one among them.  In this scenario, Oumar does not view a distinction 
between the technical mandates of property law and experimental engineering and neither, it 
seems, does the state.           
 This conflation of science and economy only makes sense if one considers the shift in the 
ethical stakes of engineering since the socialist era.  Both humility and ambition is evident in this 
shift. For example, engineers that I worked with during my fieldwork expressed in both overt 
and implicit ways sympathy for and sheer curiosity over what would become of the life chances 
of the evicted.  They viewed their work as admittedly contradictory, usually shrugging their 
shoulders or becoming speechless when talking about the situation amongst each other.  On the 





the end of the day they are mere middle men.  Many of them were low level engineers in the 
position of implementing and not making policy.  They often spoke of how they focus their 
anxiety about the project on becoming “better” scientists and technicians.  They improve their 
methods of canal design rather than worry about things that they assume people like me, an 
anthropologist (a type of laborer they sometimes conflated with social worker) are meant to 
correct.  Their professional responsibility is as much tied to scientific practice as it is to posing 
the right questions.            
 Engineers’ responses to the Hope Canal appear simple at first.  For many it mirrors their 
apathy toward the effects of an arguably ill-conceived ‘black’ leftist politics in Guyana.  But 
rather than simply reading this apathy as an overdetermined story about the link between race 
and economy, I interpret the Hope Canal dilemmas as events that conjoin scientific practice with 
the lived practices of race, expertise, land management, and property.  Landowners like Oumar 
as well as those engineers who work on his land have not said that climate change has emerged 
as a phenomenon that merely shapes how the Guyanese state legitimizes technoscienctific 
interventions.  Rather, in tenuous and overlapping ways they each argue that what we might call 
a notion of failure has come to stand-in as a way for reorganizing cultural expectations about 
what gets counted as property rights.   
Conclusion 
There is no easy escape from contradiction when talking about climate change.  With the 
Hope Canal, Guyanese engineers and the state have implemented an experimental practice that 
conjoins climate science with MMA regulations and, by extension, the mandates of existing 
property law and the state’s authority to enact compulsory purchase.  This is a necessary but also 





acts of incompetence or corruption. In turn, they doubt a wider array of state science and 
governmental interventions meant to satisfy measures toward managing their vulnerability to 
climate change. Another risk is that celebrating the reliance of state science on global networks 
of climate data drowns out citizens’ critiques of social rights in favor of those critiques that 
rehearse claims about checking up on climate science with local performances of civic science.  
Such contradictions, which at one point in Guyana might have been perceived as racial 
politicking are now the conditions that strengthen the state’s claims for better modeling.   For 
these reasons, as I have argued, the Hope Canal project and its fallout are only imaginable in 
Guyana because of contemporary engineering’s reliance on climate science and the cultural 
expectation that climate data is inherently uncertain.        
 These contradictions cannot be outrun by throwing more science at them. This is the case 
even though it is the overwhelming number of research institutions and private firms—along 
with the UN who are outsourcing their expertise to governments at competitive rates, who are 
partially driving global markets for climate data and, in turn, international measures for 
environmental security.  Instead, these contradictions can be refused by reorganizing the cultural 
expectations on which they rest and by attending to the cultural contexts that inform how 
scientific practice gets tied to legal regimes.        
 How can the Hope Canal be distinguished from past engineering projects in Guyana?  As 
many Guyanese legal scholars and practicing lawyers attest, “Guyanese do not go to court to sue 
the state over their land getting flooded.”  There is a very shallow history of recorded cases of 
small landowners going to court to sue the state over the unexpected flood event due to rain, a 
collapsed canal, dam, or otherwise.  It is perhaps not surprising to hear that the Hope Canal 





landowners in Guyana involve cases over a trench, canal, or a road being dug on or crossing onto 
an estate.    However, exceptions do exist.  For example, a recent case involves the state claiming 
that a man who lives on the foreshore is illegally residing on State Land.  The man claims that he 
is not because, in fact, the boundary of the foreshore has changed (been reclaimed by the sea) 
since he purchased the plot decades ago.   While a high profile advocate was sponsored by the 
GHRA for a number of residents affected by the Hope Canal, the case became the impetus for 
grassroots political mobilization but not successful legal intervention.  Oumar and others have 
held out for legal action within a juridical context that makes it very hard to talk about their risk 
to flooding.  There is no legal room in Guyana for talk about the different types of facts that go 
into an engineer or farmer identifying evidence of a flood event or faulty infrastructure.  In other 
words, as other scholars have highlighted in Anglo-American legal traditions, there is no 
necessary relationship here between scientific and legal epistemologies about evidence (Jasanoff 
1997; Shapiro 1991).  In Guyana, scientific notions of risk and causality are assumed to be 
implied in property law because of existing stipulations dating back to the British and Dutch 
colonial eras about what constitutes servitude agreements to a canal and more importantly, who 
could (or could not) be recognized as possessing such agreements.   However, this assumption 
has run its course within a shifting scientific context where engineers are increasingly relying on 
climate science to make an epistemological distinction between risk and uncertainty when 
talking about flood events.  Whether or not this distinction will make it into the fine legal 
distinctions of Guyana’s property law has yet to be seen.     
 In Guyana’s post-disaster context, it is this very distinction that makes race an effect 
instead of a precondition for the state’s recognition of property rights.  With regards to what I 





technoscientific as well as political failure appears to be endemic to Guyana.  Specifically, 
engineers and their critics now discuss the instability of soils with reference to ‘classical’ 
theories of consolidation and calculated risk as well as in reference to the speculative nature of 
climate data.  At every turn, engineers and landowners alike grapple with the risk of a ‘failed’ 
canal as much as a misinterpretation of facts about climate-related risks.  Engineers utilizing 
climate data may perhaps help alleviate flooding, but such work hardly erases the larger 
imbalance of property disputes encouraged by the threat (and talk) of climate change.  
 When considering climate change from the intersection of science and a social rights 
perspective in Guyana then,  a series of double binds emerge.  Engineers should modernize their 
practice and readily commit themselves to using climate data in their models.  And yet, such 
commitments cannot completely make-up for the shortcomings of past engineering projects like 
the MMA Scheme.  In such a context, Guyanese feel as if it is necessary to partake in civic 
science--providing feedback and support to engineers during consultation and town-hall 
meetings to protect their property rights.  And yet, such commitments can involve coming out of 
this consultation with the risk of having fewer benefits than you came in with.  In revisiting 
Gregory Bateson’s theory of the double bind, I have emphasized his concern for experimentation 
and meta-communicative style in order to illustrate how engineers’ experimental practice 
replicates the ethical anxieties inherent to global discourse about climate change.  While the 
anxieties of the schizophrenic patient may not evenly map onto those of landowners and 
engineers in Guyana, there is room for pause.  Just like Bateson’s patient, they struggle to find an 
ethical way to productively make use of broken or failed commitments.  Beneath each of these 





demands of the state and move as there is to not respond and wait out the uncertain and long-

























CHAPTER 5: PROTECTING THE ARCHIVE       
 On the distant horizon of Guyana’s Atlantic foreshore a handful of brick structures that 
resemble miniature cathedral gates seemingly float above the sea.
79
  Engineers routinely look to 
this horizon and back again to the foreshore to decide whether erosion has uprooted mangrove 
forest as part of their observations for the Mangrove Restoration Project (MRP).  The MRP is a 
national conservation effort intended to protect mangrove forest from the threat of erosion and 
sea-level rise due to climate change. On the days that engineers make these observations, they try 
to ensure that they go when the tide is low.  It is easier to walk then because their measurements 
are not distorted by trickling waves and dense mud banks. Although GIS mapping by plane and 
bathymetric surveys by boat are more reliable alternatives to this labor, they are prohibitively 
costly and time intensive.  Therefore, these engineers’ daily routine of walking and gazing in the 
field provide a stark reminder of how landscapes embody the institutional and social networks, 
instruments, and objects that produce as well as conserve them.     
 The cathedral-like gates that dot the horizon are called sluices. They were once used to 
drain excess water from sugar plantations into the sea. Engineers speculate that they were also 
once the boundaries of Guyana’s coastal terrain, straddling the mouth of plantations’ canals on 
one side and the shoreline on the other. The original version of a Guyanese sluice, these 
structures were first built by the colonial Dutch and were composed of red building blocks called 
Dutch bricks made of a mixture of fire burned sand, concrete, and soil. Dutch bricks continued to 
be a staple for sluice construction well into Guyana’s late-British colonial era. Today, sluices are 
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 When I refer to foreshore I mean the area along the coast that is above water at low tide and under 
water at high tide, running three miles from the coastline and the area three miles out to sea.  This chapter 
refers to Guyana’s East Coast Demerara region, an area located east of the Demerara River and parallel to 
the coastline of the Atlantic Ocean.  The character (depth, square mileage, etc.) of the Atlantic foreshore 






still in use, dotting the contemporary foreshore several miles inland from where the relics now 
float. One can identify “modern” sluices by their aesthetic form which often features smooth 
grey blocks of concrete haphazardly plastered on decrepit Dutch brick foundations.  The old-new 
structure serves as a topographical record of the boundaries between the colonial-era canal and 
property grid and the contemporary one.           
 As much as sluices represent the awkward pace and development of Guyanese 
geotechnical and hydraulic engineering, they also stand in as icons of a history about an untamed 
sea that at one point feebly connected ships, slaves, sugar, and servants across disparate cultures 
and natures. Along the way, their utility has been compromised by predictions about sea-level 
rise due to climate change and the sporadic appearance and disappearance of dense mangrove 
forest.  These unstable conditions narrate the ‘natural’ history of the Guyanese coastal landscape, 
as well as mark the preservation of a local archive in real-time.     
The Nature of the Archive         
 Over the past two decades or so, anthropologists have combed through archives 
worldwide to detail how the telling of history is premised on the distribution of power lodged in 
practices of public consumption and memorialization as well as institutional archival practices of 
retrieval, assemblage, and disciplinary legitimation. These commentaries about the history of 
archives and the place of archives in history have satisfied a certain sociological reading of 
knowledge on how history is a culturally produced object (Steedman 2001; de Certeau 1988). 
Overwhelmingly, these commentaries detail the diverging ways in which assembling an archive 
produces epistemic uncertainties (Foucault 1972) and how these uncertainties mutate into 
anxieties over how to narrate catastrophic (‘mal’) events throughout history (Derrida 1995). The 





tendency to frame the ways in which governing institutions deploy juridical force to legitimate 
their power (Dirks 2001).  More recently, Ann Stoler (2010) has called our attention to how the 
ways in which archives are produced inform an arsenal of “rational” governing strategies.  
 Anthropologists have thus come to overwhelmingly read archives not as dead matter but 
as lively matter charged with the task of re-presenting a politics of life itself. This view reflects 
anthropology’s recent turn to history as having accomplished two things. One, it has created the 
impression that the humanistic sciences--or at least anthropology/ethnography--has worked hard 
to rid itself of out-of-date cultural models about history as “evolution” or “diffusion” (Axel 2002; 
Malinowski 1961; Stocking 1992; Fabian 2002). Two, anthropology views this disengagement as 
a critique of “natural history” itself and the hierarchical claims about culture that some iterations 
of natural history purport. In so doing, presumably, anthropology has created the intellectual 
space to move ‘marginalized’ peoples out of the coffins of the cursed and onto the global stage 
of world history making and telling (Trouillot 1995; Buck-Morss 2009).     
 However, I argue that while this sort of critique is sufficient in its appeal to historicize the 
archive, it has done so at the expense of reading nature as merely an instrument of cultural life.
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In other words, it is as if in order to narrate history, nature has been viewed in historical 
anthropology not as a ‘subject’ that has a culture but as merely an ‘object’ that generates a socio-
political space for culture. Such a view does not adequately consider the acts of “poesis” that 
emerge from the narration of history itself, and how these acts condition the possibilities of 
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 Take for example, what Maurice Godelier (1986) drew at one point as the divide between the ‘passive’ 
and ‘evolutionary’ history that defines the worlds of nonhuman animals and the inanimate objects and the 
‘complex’ History that defines the worlds of human animals.  Natural histories of both human and 
nonhuman animals occur as a consequence of evolutionary variation and events, while human History is a 
consequence of cultural and linguistic difference and habit.  While such a stance allows for fruitful 
Marxian critiques of cultural and economic theories of development (Wolf 1983), it stops short of placing 
this critique within the possibility that history (with a lower-case ‘h’) can take on plural forms, and that 
some humans care about this plurality more so than others, thereby complicating the narration of History 





material life that are not culturally-socially bounded (McLean 2011). What if we reverse the 
terms of the archive? What might we see if we not only read the terms of the archive through 
nature, but also read nature through the archive? This is what the historical present asks of us in 
light of erosion and the conservation of mangrove forests in Guyana.     
 This chapter details how engineers and the Guyanese public confront the challenge of 
stopping the sea from inundating coastal land while adhering to a global economy of 
conservation under the recommendations of various sub-fields of climate science.  I compare 
how the scientific and legal practices of archival documentation affiliated with the MRP overlap 
with one another to protect the Guyanese foreshore. I refer to “archives” as comprising the 
documents about erosion that engineers cite, collect, and produce while also being landscapes 
which embody social and ecological processes, movements, and vital life forms that emerge 
across time and space (Ingold 2011). I am interested as much in what landscapes can tell us 
about the past (Turkel 2007) as about what they can tell us about the future of the material 
character of natural landscapes like Guyana’s foreshore. I take this view in order to problematize 
how a local practice and history of engineering frames the way that technology comes to stand in 
as evidence for intervening to make seemingly untamed landscape tamed (Mrázek 2002). In the 
wake of Guyana’s disastrous flooding in 2005, the MRP is one of a handful of projects that 
involves the Guyanese state managing floods more as a symptom of climate change and less as 
generational rights to land as it had done so previously.  These projects include the state 
implementing rural sustainable agricultural and urban-based natural resource management 
initiatives to protect of mangrove biodiversity.  Anthropologists have long documented the 
varying contexts of environmental crisis that spur biodiversity conservation and property reform 





not squarely about the fledgling connections between climate science, conservation, and the 
liberal property regimes that they uphold.  Rather, it asks how such connections delimit concepts 
about protection (Choy 2011), to reinforce conservation as a project about governing historicity 
(Cronon 1992). At stake in this chapter are how history is produced as a demonstrable fact about 
climate change and how this fact circulates within local political economies dedicated to 
engineering, conservation, and property reform.          
 Two competing narratological frame contemporary conservation discourses about climate 
change. Following David Lipset (2011), on the one hand there is the timeframe charting the 
‘decay’ of human agency to act on nature and on the other, there is the timeframe charting how 
humans may culturally perceive their agency to act on nature. If we take seriously that 
conservation under climate change is framed by this sort of narratology, then the political 
economy emerging between states, NGOs, scientific institutions, and environmental consulting 
firms around climate science is concerned with one explicit objective. They look to transform 
climate science into “global data” represented in various scenario-driven media and models 
(Edwards 2010) in order to call up a vision of landscapes’ pasts to preserve them into the future.  
 The MRP’s reliance on existing stipulations about property law has resulted in the 
emergence of a parallel critique from citizens.  They view the conservation of mangroves as a 
project that (re)invents a failed tradition of colonial engineering and foreshore management. I 
suggest that this marine-terrain landscape and the epistemic cultures that inform it, embody a 
Guyana archive about climate change.  Thus, when clogged canals or broken seawalls become 
systematic, a politics of vulnerability is the framework through which Guyanese can (re)imagine 
citizenship and related ideals of freedom that have eluded many through more normative 





where there are competing interpretations held by the state and citizens regarding the language of 
scientific evidence and the language of property reform and land management.  This perceived 
incommensurability has created an atmosphere where conservation teeters ambiguously between 
scientific and sentimental practices of care to narrate the history of landscapes through climate 
science.           
 The remainder of this chapter offers a rough sketch of the emergence of an archive about 
cycles of erosion (geomorphic cycles), mangroves, and sea-level rise along the Guyanese 
foreshore. I draw from ethnographic accounts in post-disaster Guyana as well as documents from 
the MRP archive and a set of documents from the National Archives of Guyana that were said to 
have also been housed at one point in the Ministry of Public Works (a branch of the government 
in charge of maintaining sea defense structures). With these sources in mind, the chapter offers 
the reader a genealogical account less about the production of documents.  Rather, it is about the 
moments when these documents literally go missing, are removed, have their authenticity in 
doubt, or when people are in search of new documents to (re)classify data, disrupting an official 
genealogy of the archive (Galison 2004).         
 I first discuss the post-disaster context within the Guyanese engineering community that 
laid the groundwork for the state’s investment in the MRP, as well as the MRP’s impact on 
tangential epistemic communities, particularly climate science and apiary, to manage sea-level 
rise and mangrove conservation. I follow this overview with an examination of the varying 
positions that people and (inter)national environmental institutions take about conservation in 
Guyana. I argue that these stances are historically locatable in colonial events that tested the 
efficiency of Guyanese engineering and property law. I illustrate how a notion of conservation 





demands of building sea-defense infrastructure and the experimental mandates of early-20th 
century hydraulics.  I end with a view of how beekeepers unsettle the scientific aims of the MRP, 
and so spur debates in Guyana about what exactly constitutes conservation, making property 
reform less a matter of concern and more as a matter of aspiration (Blomely 2002).   
How to Tell Stories          
 It is well known among Guyanese living along the coast that the state’s investment in the 
MRP is one of the most extravagantly funded projects in recent years for the management of the 
foreshore. It has primarily involved state-sponsored engineers and land-forestry management 
administrators working with privately contracted environmental consultants to manage erosion 
from coastal rivers, flooding, and the sea. The MRP’s goal is to implement a program that 
utilizes both “soft” and “hard” sea defense infrastructure to manage erosion. Typically, 
mangrove forests are categorized as “soft” structures, a low-cost alternative to “hard” structures 
like sluices and their structural counterparts, groynes, wood or concrete forms built perpendicular 
to the foreshore for the purpose of  disrupting wave impact. The MRP views mangroves as 
“sustainable” and “fiscal” alternative to groynes despite the fact that many engineers dispute 
their effectiveness. The cycles of erosion that groynes and mangroves are supposed to disrupt are 
caused by mud shoals.  They are large composites of sand and granular material that migrate 
from the Amazon River to the Orinoco River and are then flushed by tidal currents into the 
Atlantic Ocean where they migrate along the northern region of the South American coast.    
 Through the MRP, engineers have completed numerous GIS surveys and satellite images 
to visually monitor the migration of mud shoals and the adaptive responses of varying mangrove 
species. When using these techniques, engineers are instructed on how to see the essential and 





mangrove species (Rhizophora mangle (red); Avicennia germinans (black), and Laggunancularia 
racemosa (white)) live along the foreshore or river basins and whether erosion occurs near 
mangrove forests that line groynes. Pictures and maps produced from these surveys are 
compared to past ones. These comparisons are then associated with the dynamics of regional 
tidal characteristics. The density and color of mud is photographed and calibrated and the height 
and width of mangrove forests are mapped. The data aids engineers in discerning if the 
development of mangrove forests and the migration of mud shoals are correlated and if this 
correlation is an effect of historical cycles of erosion or changes in wave patterns and velocities 
due to climate change (Gratiot et al. 2008; Gratiot 2010). These images have made “collective 
empiricism” possible, allowing engineers to frame the story of the foreshore beyond the 
boundaries of its regional ecological context (Daston and Galison 2007).   
 With this data in mind, the MRP has expanded the jurisdictions of existing property law. 
Until the MRP, property law reflected stipulations dating back to 1917 under the colonial British, 
when two new categories of property were introduced into the local property regime. Personal 
property under British common law was introduced to modernize the existing regime of private 
property mandated under the colony’s procedures of Roman Dutch Law.  In practice, the 
introduction of personal property did not change much, other than to allow officials to categorize 
various types of private land titles under one system.  However, alongside the introduction of 
personal property was also the acknowledgement of a juridical category of land called the 
foreshore: any unclaimed land three miles out into the sea and three miles inland during high tide 
was counted as Crown land (now referred to as “State Land”).  Nearly a century later, the MRP 
has reanimated this stipulation, making it unlawful to remove mangroves from the foreshore 





 With the backing of national parliament, the MRP mandated that mangrove residing on 
the foreshore and rivers be legally classified as “protected species.”81  This classification of 
mangroves has created a context where proper use-value and proprietorship exceeds the 1917 
mandates about tidal cycles and encompasses cultural notions about endangerment and 
protection. By default then, I find it productive to interpret the MRP’s work as concerned with 
making equivalent categories of protection between species and property (Helmreich 2008).  
Given this juridical overlap, the distinction between what constitutes conservation along the 
foreshore is a subtle and ambiguous one (Robbins et. al. 2006).      
 This is an important distinction to keep in mind because engineers view their work with 
the MRP not so much as a modification of the terms of their scientific practice.  But rather, they 
see it as a shift in their frame of reference about the spatial-temporal impact of their interventions 
on landscapes.  For example, many engineers explained to me that the models that they now rely 
on to predict sea-level rise do not necessarily help them explain what causes cycles of erosion. 
To appreciate the effects of sea-level rise on Guyana’s foreshore, engineers insist that they rely 
on historical records that simply list average rates of erosion.  Engineers’ new reliance on sea-
level rise models do not reaffirm the state’s jurisdictions of the foreshore so much as they make 
room for the possibility to reanimate the foreshore. In the most practical and immediate of terms 
it is helpful to interpret the MRP’s protected species law as giving semantic fluidity to a 
Guyanese notion of conservation.        
 Even within the inter-channels of the MRP, conservation of mangroves has been viewed 
with skepticism. The concept was immediately put into question when amateur and professional 
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 Under the colonial British it was illegal to pick, kill, or endanger mangroves, however, according to 
numerous government officials and MRP committee members I spoke with, this law has not been readily 
enforced and for that matter, not taken seriously by the general public as a “real” concern.  Thus, the 
MRP’s move to add a law categorizing mangroves as a ‘protected species’ was meant to add ‘scientific’ 





beekeepers were invited by MRP committee heads to advise engineers on erosion. Beekeepers 
were recruited because the MRP committee heads looked to enclose a section of the foreshore 
for commercial use. MRP committee heads proposed that the “sustainable” production of honey 
was a viable way to implement conservation in the name of climate change in areas of the 
foreshore already “under used.”        
 With a national apiary association in existence since the 1930s and with a handful of 
training centers sponsored by private instructors and the state’s Ministry of Agriculture, the 
Guyanese community of beekeepers is professional and well-organized. However, it is small 
relative to other ones in Brazil, Jamaica, and Suriname. Beekeepers are well known by 
agricultural and land management authorities as a community of essential stewards of the 
foreshore, successfully conserving mangroves with their hives for decades. However, because of 
a number of socioeconomic and ecological pressures, by the time the MRP looked to recruit 
beekeepers in late-2009, the number of professional beekeepers was less than ten. And of this 
small number, the majority had moved from the coast to the interior region for work as private 
consultants advising state-sponsored micro-finance programs in Amerindian communities. They 
describe their work in the interior as more pragmatic than anything else.  For them to procure 
large, unpopulated plots of land from the state under the auspices of interior environmental 
development was much easier than trying to capture highly prized and sought-after shoreline 
residential property. The MRP’s offer to move them back to the coast was greeted with 
skepticism.            
 To convince them of their value on the project, head MRP committee members planned a 
series of meetings that addressed the projected value of mangrove honey.  The meeting covered 





compensation that they would receive for moving from the interior to the coast.  But rather than 
being a minor point of logistics, this issue over location was a contentious one. The beekeepers 
claimed that it takes months of training to adjust bees to a new landscape. They were 
uncompromising about this point.  He argued that the transition period is not so much a technical 
matter as an ‘intuitive’ one that is particular to the skills of a well-seasoned beekeeper who 
knows that bees need at least four to five square miles of mangrove to ensure that they have 
enough room and flora variety to effectively pollinate.       
 But this concern played on deaf ears to the MRP as they viewed the distribution of four-
five miles of private plots to individual beekeepers as a matter outside of their jurisdiction.  They 
saw it as a matter of the courts instead of conservation making it antithetical to the communal 
spirit of MRP’s protected species goal.  In an attempt to entertain their requests, head MRP 
committee members requested that beekeepers produce scientific evidence to back their claim. 
However, the beekeepers refused to, using their expertise to provide the rudiments of a rival 
vision of the foreshore.  They insisted that four-five miles is not a number that they have 
scientifically documented but one that they learned from customary knowledge gained from 
experience.  
(Re)inventing Tradition          
 Many of the documents that the MRP provided beekeepers to educate them about the 
foreshore’s scientific facts, were predominately from the archives of the Ministry of Public 
Works and the Guyana Forestry Commission. The ministry’s archives is home to the majority of 
the blueprints, maps, and photographs of past sea defense projects since the late-British colonial 
era. Many beekeepers I talked to did not find the exact legal or technical details of the archival 





projects in the past.  While beekeepers, engineers, and the MRP held different epistemic stances 
about what constitutes the conservation of mangroves they relied on similar discursive and 
material sources to make such distinctions. Of the three, engineering perhaps possessed the most 
fraught vision.           
 Engineering holds a distinctive place in the Guyanese imaginary.  It is both subject and 
object of intense debates about the preservation of the national body politic through nature 
(Coronil 1997; Taussig 1997).  The colloquial view of engineering in Guyana is marked by a 
particular idea about the relationship between racism, governmentality, and technology. As I 
have argued, a well cited text in debates over both national traditions of engineering, freedom, 
citizenship and rights is Walter Rodney’s The History of the Guyanese Working People (1981).  
It opens with the sea inundating Afro-Guyanese peasants’ land just a few decades after 
emancipation. Rodney describes how the Dutch and later British colonizers coordinated each 
square mile of the coast to include nearly forty-nine miles of canals, ditches and sea defense 
structures with the aid of slaves and later free colored and indentured labor digging pits in the 
earth.   Despite the centrality of the grid to the colony’s economic successes and failures, Rodney 
actually had very little to say of the colonial engineers who oversaw this dig for profit.  It was 
only after independence from British colonial rule in 1966 that the engineer arguably became a 
redemptive figure in the Guyanese imaginary.          
 By the early 1970s, under PNC socialism government appointments played out decisively 
amongst hydraulic engineers because they were dispersed between two posts--either the Ministry 
of Agriculture or the Ministry of Public Works.  When the sugar industry was nationalized, posts 
and the construction of such infrastructure as sluices, groynes and sea walls were tightly linked 





associated with sugar and the Ministry of Agriculture were deemed to be not up for issue 
(Burrows 1986).   These observations about the PNC’s apparent mismanagement of expertise 
and technology were often cited by the Ministry of Public Works engineers that I worked with to 
explain both the “inefficiency” as well as the “productive advancements” of Guyanese hydraulics 
since Burnham’s death in 1985.  They were also statements that informed what many Guyanese 
explained is a commonsensical social fact: Afro-Guyanese engineers work for the Ministry of 
Public Works and Indo-Guyanese engineers with the Ministry of Agriculture.    
 While many people often easily dispute this claim in visual cues about the “black, brown, 
red, and yellow” engineers who work across these ministries, it nevertheless circulates as a fact 
that feeds into political rhetoric on both sides of the political divide.  In a contemporary context 
where racial voting is viewed by many as a means of redemption and vindication, “histories [are] 
rendered unreal and fantastic” (Palmié 2002) when no evidence can be found, manipulated, or 
garnered to explain away past failures and breaches of confidence.  Stereotypes circulate when 
they are made useful for certain ends (Williams 1991).  It is not uncommon to hear jokes about 
how government bureaucrats who vote PNC, engineers included, ‘passively’ resist 
recommendations spearheaded by a state that has been popularly characterized as one 
exclusively upholding Indo-sugar and rice contracts.       
 Within engineering circles then, rumors and gossip of racism frame a contemporary 
tradition of engineering that is mapped onto the bodies of engineers and the landscapes that they 
manage (Apter 2005; Redfield 2000).  In personal communication I often heard engineers across 
racial stripes complain of the inefficiency that they experienced trying to work between different 
ministries to fix infrastructure because of an institutional culture that perceives race as 





institutional racism is recognized amongst engineers as the Achilles heel of Guyanese hydraulics, 
leading to the policing of the technological methods and boundaries of their practice.    
 The ambiguous work of policing these boundaries was made most evident to me during 
engineers’ meetings with foreign consultants about preliminary scenario-based models of sea-
level rise and erosion.  Engineers discerningly debated these models, expressing their concerns 
about how their localized knowledge about such things as tidal currents and their periodicity--did 
not necessarily align with the data presented.  Nevertheless, they said that they could account for 
these discrepancies by committing to work with engineers in the Ministry of Agriculture to better 
manage water allocation through the foreshore’s sluices.  Policing racial boundaries in this 
context is a buried tactic of sorts, defined by ministries’ varying reliance across ministries to see 
through the completion of multi-million dollar contracts.        
 These commitments to foreign expertise and approval also commit engineers to further 
guard and take immense pride in the scattered documents left in their ministries’ archives.  They 
view their archives as “deeper” than the knowledge foreign experts can provide because they 
have some documents that date back to the British colonial period.  While engineers readily 
admit that these colonial documents have missing data sets, they view these gaps as minor 
relative to the shortcomings of the socialist projects that many of them lived through.  The 
engineers’ documents, thus, produce a counter-history of sorts, commensurable with a type of 
racism that “resides in the stories” of nonwhites who labored to supplement the shortcomings of 
colonial science (Hartman 2008).
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 In taking into account how the labor of nonwhites managing the canal grid was dependent on the 
shortcomings of colonial science, I do not solely point to how EuroAmerican science is always already 
hybrid or even to what Caribbean anthropology has carefully argued, that expressions of peripheral 
labor/culture are not external to but a product of colonial power and reason (Mintz 2010).  Instead, I want 
to emphasize that the ways in which these narratives of peripheral reason, labor, and science are 





 Many of the MRP documents are not readily drawn on by engineers working today.  
However, the MRP, for the sake of cultivating an education and public outreach program provide 
these documents to foreign consultants and researchers who need an accessible primer on the 
coast’s natural history.  For example, the work of naturalist Alexander Winter is particularly 
illustrative.  A mostly British gentlemanly and amateur class of ethnologists, natural scientists, 
and engineers were preoccupied with understanding the cycles of erosion in British Guiana.   In 
the eyes of many colonial bureaucrats and coast landers “muddy shores” hindered the 
agricultural development of plantation estates.  Offering a fairly dense ecological description of 
plantation estates, Winter’s article “Our Muddy Shores” (1883) can also be described as a post-
emancipation statement about the racial pressures that made the protection of the foreshore 
nearly impossible.            
 Winter surmises that “mud deposits” (his term for what I have already described as mud 
shoals) collect matter originating in formations called sandhills located in the upper reaches of 
interior rivers. Winter quotes British explorer Richard Schomburgk’s description of sandhills: 
‘[they are] probably the boundary line of the gradual receding sea of a former era’ (1).  The 
sandhills are completely flat, and composed of a mixture of sand, clay particles, decayed 
vegetable matter: ‘a sediment deposited by the sea…of recent formation: recent, that is in the 
geological acceptation of the term…the process of deposition has been going on for many 
centuries’ (2).  Sandhills separated the rugged terrain and winding Amazonian Rivers of the 
colony’s interior region from the flat savannahs adjacent to the colony’s coastal plantations.    
                                                                                                                                                                                           
contemporary landscapes.  More to the point, I do not only argue that these narratives underwrite official 
archives and so remind us of the peripheral histories that really inhabit modernity.  Rather, what is a 
central issue here are the ways in which Guyanese engineers cite these narratives as evidence to make 
claims about the ways people ‘ought’ to inhabit the foreshore.  The dynamics of contemporary subject 
formations, thus, are not just contingent on writing history (and on making sure to write it from the 





 Given the lack of evidence Winter had on the exact cycles of erosion from sandhills, he 
surmised that very few technologies could be employed to manage the coast’s mud.  Mud 
accumulated in canals hindering “the passage…[of] drainage water from the kokers and sluices 
of the coast estates…”(8).  All that the Crown could do was wait for mud deposits to accumulate 
and for “coolie” and “colored” field hands--or as they were often called by estate owners 
“caterpillars”--to walk through canals, waving their hands in unison in the water to blindly feel 
for excess mud to unclog the waterway.  Despite all of the evidence that he had of mud’s effect 
on fertile land, Winter noted that he did not have the proper training to construct a new 
methodology to confirm or disprove Schomburgk’s observations. Ultimately, instead of a 
controlled experiment, Winter relied on a message in a bottle washed-up along a river. 
The current of the Atlantic, from the point where this great store of wealth is poured into
 the ocean, sets directly toward our own shores.  Of this we have, curiously enough, direct
 proof. There was picked up on the sand beach in Corentyn, a sealed bottle containing the
 following written memorandum:--  
 
N.G. Barque Johann Heinderick of Altona.  To ascertain the set of the current, this was
 thrown overboard on the seventh of December 1873, in Lat. 0˚21’S., Long. 30˚54’W. 
 The person into whose hands this falls is kindly requested to publish the date and place
 where and whenever it was picked up.--E. Hacke, Master & H. Janson, Passenger.   
 
This was picked up at the Union waterside, Corentyn, on Tuesday 17th February 1874,
 Lat. 6˚ 5’ N., Long.  57 15’W. It had thus travelled fifteen hundred and eighty one miles
 to the westward, and three hundred and eighty six to the north, in seventy two days!
 (4)…But this extension [of land caused by mud] is by no means at a uniform rate; on the
 contrary, the land at times, instead of ‘making’, is being washed away, to the serious
 danger of the land already empoldered, rendering new dams and, in some places, very
 costly sea defences (6) 
 
Winter’s observations have appeared to stand the test of time finding their way into the MRP 
archive.  In effect, a whole field opens up here for conservation: the MRP’s archive and its 
relationship to foreign consultants connect Guyanese engineers’ intra-professional frictions over 





Protecting Diversity   
 If the foreshore is partially given life by the policing of racial bodies and the soft and 
hard infrastructures that these bodies manage, than a local notion of conservation since the 2005 
disaster has been marked by a scientific pragmatism of sorts.  It is a pragmatism that consciously 
acknowledges how, historically, engineering in Guyana has been motivated by the often 
speculative relations between race, property, and nature.  Because of this very pragmatism, 
uncertainty animates the foreshore about what exactly beekeepers’ honey is supposed to add to 
the equation of the coast’s sugar economy  The foreshore can be envisioned this way precisely 
because it still resides under the legal jurisdictions of State Land.  But how and why exactly is 
there a fissure between the MRP’s, beekeepers’, and engineers’ imaginaries about protection?  
To answer such a question involves considering what exactly protection has come to mean for 
conservation in Guyana.         
 To date, there are three protected areas located within Guyana’s middle and southern 
Amazonian regions.  Kaieteur National Park, an ecotourist site established in 1928 by the British 
Colonial Administration that covers 63,000 hectares of the Guiana Shield which was one of the 
first attempts at conservation in South America.
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  Over seventy years later, in 1997, Iwokrama 
Wilderness Preserve, an ecotourist and research site, covering approximately 360,000 hectares, 
was established after nearly a decade of planning following Guyana’s transition out of socialism 
in 1985.  Iwokrama was the first organized attempts by the postsocialist government to 
systematically monitor the national forestry industry.  More recently, the Konashen District was 
titled to the Wai Wai in 2004 and is jointly owned and operated by the Wai Wai, the state, and 
Conservation International (CI) as a nature reserve and ecotourist site that links northeast frontier 
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towns of Brazil with Guyana (its area is still expanding and so has yet to be recorded).  All three 
protected areas currently comprise 4,860 square km--only about 2.3% of the country’s total land 
area.              
 Within the past year, a national bill was passed in recognition of the International 
Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD) to aid in the monitoring and evaluation of 
biodiversity.  The bill grants funds for the further development of protected areas across the 
country with a focus almost exclusively on Guyana’s interior region.  A common approach by 
authorities to identify areas in need of protection has been to uncover places within the interior 
that have historically been in very “little use” and so are “in need of” “modern” methods to be 
managed.
84
   For example, over the past decade, controversies have erupted over the variety of 
monitoring procedures used by authorities to evaluate the Amerindian community, Macushis’ 
slash and burn techniques for agriculture near Iwokrama.   The fact that local and international 
authorities have overwhelmingly identified conservation projects in the interior region and not 
the coastal region, has structured contemporary Guyanese notions of protection around 
landscapes and people of the interior that are “out of the way places” (Tsing 1996).  Given the 
near unanimous approval across political parties for a Protected Areas Bill in 2011, politicians 
expect to legally mandate at least nine new locations in the interior as protected areas in the near 
future.  The approval puts into stark relief the dimensions of contemporary Guyanese 
conservation with the ongoing work of the MRP.         
 The foreshore is located on the fringe of the political scope of Guyanese conservation.  
State authorities have positioned the coastal region as a site that lacks cultural and environmental 
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 In recent years, this has been extensively documented in Amerindian communities located near mining 
sites rather than in logging sites, see Colchester (2005).  Many scholars speculate that this is the case 






vulnerability.  They have structured the interior region as valuable for conservation precisely 
because of its supposed rarity and cultural and environmental alterity vis-a-vis the coast.   And 
yet, the coast is in need of protection precisely because the forests there are literally vanishing.  
A stark play on allochronism defines conservation here, making certain images, racial bodies, 
and ideas of loss--and not others--complicit for the narration of a Guyanese natural history.     
 Among scholars of parks and protected areas, it has been relatively well established that 
the “spatial and temporal” dimensions of these areas are produced through the overlap of 
bureaucratic, economic, cultural, and scientific practice (Walley (2004); Haenn (2005); West, 
Igoe, and Brockington (2006)).  Studies of protected areas have shown that enclosure movements 
for such things as biodiversity (West 2006) have become as commonplace as gaming or fishing 
reserves (MacKenzie 1988; Mafhunga 2011) as national indicators of conservation.  
Conservation projects involve governing protection under the assumption that in the future this 
diversity will vanish and be forgotten.       
 As Ben Orlove describes of villages on Lake Titicaca and the increased influence of 
marine biology on the management of everyday life, “the vulnerability of being forgotten [and 
forgetting],” (15) comes from two conditions.   That of people and institutions relentlessly 
laboring to protect the resources that they have historically come to value and of the 
contemplation and documentation of what life would be like as a consequence of the eventual 
loss of these very resources.  Similarly, the divided preoccupations between the engineers and 
beekeepers affiliated with the MRP tell us as much a story about the politics of vulnerability 
inherent to Guyanese conversation itself, as about how such politics of vulnerability creates the 
very conditions for the foreshore’s eventual disappearance.       





However, the replanting program has been repeatedly blocked by random “vandals.”  “Heavy 
smoke was seen emanating from a section of the mangrove forest which is said to cover an area 
of about 1,200 by 300 feet.”  This report happened days after a local newspaper reported two 
other fires in mangrove forest broke out along the foreshore (Stabroek Staff Writer 2010b).  
Given the size and location of the fires, police surmised that they were more than likely not an 
accident, but  rather a protest against local authorities’ recent crack downs on people cutting 
down mangrove for domestic use--fire wood, fences, and artisanal crafts.  Instead of clear cut 
cases of land degradation, what both the recently passed mangrove Protected Species Law and 
the Protected Areas Bill have made room for are stories, vignettes, and rumors like these 
reported by journalists.  The state’s response to the series of fires was that “destroying 
mangroves is [without question] a criminal offense”.       
 And yet, state authorities’ adamant stance of no tolerance leaves open for speculation 
whether the protected species law is meant to protect the foreshore from erosion or from those 
deemed to be too poor to survive on material elsewhere.  Even residents living near the crime 
scenes acknowledge that it was not so clear to them if their neighbors or ‘natural processes’ were 
contributing to mangroves’ disappearance.   Residents described to journalists the uncertain 
character of the foreshore.  One day they wake to dense bush in their yards and the next day they 
wake to find that “many [mangrove] wash away [or that] animals--including voracious goats--ate 
and destroyed [them]” (Stabroek Staff  Writer 2010a).  The foreshore, until now, has prevailed as 
a dubious investment for many Guyanese.  This is not because they possess little faith in the 
technology meant to protect them from the sea but because their faith does not offer them a clear 






Observing Equivalences  
By 1907, government geologists, natural scientists, and engineers were making 
comparative observations along Guyana’s East and West Coasts to better understand erosion. 
The East Coast between the villages of Clonbrook Grove, Beterverwagting, Lusignan, and 
Buxton were where the British first constructed sea dams a century prior and so were assumed to 
be prime places to make observations.  In the early years of these observations, engineers 
claimed that the erosion taking place resembled what happened along Holland’s foreshore: “an 
immense area of land covered by the sea at high tides and dry at low water…with marsh land and 
tidal forests” (Case 1920: 30).  That the colony’s foreshore could be compared to Holland’s 
meant that saving the foreshore could be made imaginable for engineers who were seemingly not 
yet part of a long imperial tradition of engineering mastery like the Romans, French, and Dutch 
(see Mukerji 2009).  Despite the comparative data, many unknown variables still stood in 
engineers’ way to adequately protect the foreshore.        
 Unlike the Dutch case, very little was known about how and why exactly the siltation that 
occurred along drainage outlets affected the character of erosion.  These concerns were presented 
to the Combined Court in 1917 by the directors of the Ministry of Sea Defense (in the present the 
Ministry of Public Works) as a reason to fund a program to downsize and bureaucratically 
restructure the ministry.  The director, Mr. Witteveen, presented the proposal, arguing that the 
washing away of sea defense structures--which had cost the colony well over $5 million(BP)--
were only the beginning of the ‘worse case scenarios’ if quick action was not taken to protect the 
foreshore. 
Even when data of all kinds, such as proper observations of tides, maximum storm level,
 force height of waves, and so on, are known--which is not the case in this colony: the
 available data are minimal--it is not a desirable thing either from the technical or





 and to carry them out.  The general scientific principles which must be followed are
 well known; in this colony, however, they can be applied only gropingly.  One may
 have acquired a wide knowledge of shore protection and sea defense work in other lands:
 on this coast quite different factors may be at work (2: 1917).   
 
Mr. Witteveen’s argument mirrored those heated debates from just a few decades before in the 
1880s, when there was a cycle of erosion that put a substantial amount of the colony’s “public 
road(s) in danger” from the sea.          
 The response to that danger was to move the purview of sea defense structures from the 
general administrative duties of the director of “public roads” to its own independent body as the 
Ministry of Sea Defense.  What followed was an ordinance that mandated that landowners not 
buy property near the front of dams along the foreshore (Young 1958).  But most landowners did 
not abide by the ordinance, constructing ad hoc dams and sea defense structures as they pleased.  
Given the mounting pressure from the governor to tax villages at high rates for drainage and 
roads, this private tax on sea defense greatly benefited the colony financially.  To manage this 
new income, in Sea Defense Districts were developed in1913.  The districts were defined areas 
under the control of commissioners elected from local authorities who reported on finance and 
construction of new defenses to the governor.      
 Different proportions of the maintenance costs were proposed: one-fourth of the monies 
sourced from the Combined Court and the remaining three-fourths from large estate owners and 
village authorities.  Village authorities and estate owners did their best to avoid the provisionary 
costs of construction projects by proposing to legislators nuanced interpretations of what 
constituted a sea defense.  For example, the Combined Courts claimed that a sea defense 
structure was: “any dam, groyne or other construction of whatever kind intended to prevent 
erosive action on any seashore or estuary of any river or creek or navigable canal…” (Douglas-





finances.  They argued that, only sluices are sea defense structures because many are constructed 
directly on top of the foreshores’ artificial outlets. The Combined Courts overruled such an 
interpretation.  The court argued that sluices have an “indirect contribution toward sea defences 
[sic]” (Douglas-Jones 1930: 7) which makes village authorities responsible for more than just a 
mere sluice but for “any dam, groyne, of other construction…”    
 The final nail in the coffin against ‘fiscal irresponsibility’ was hammered away when 
around 1917 the Combined Courts enacted British Common Law and the right to personal 
property along the foreshore.  The act declared that any private land located three miles inland 
from the foreshore during high tide covered by the capabilities of artificial (hard) sea structures 
and the colony’s sea defense laws.  In one fell swoop, the Combined Courts relied on an 
environmental legalism that re-categorized property through the technical language of the 
engineer.               
 Even though the new legislation radically restricted estate owners’ and village 
authorities’ rights and liabilities to sea defenses, the power of the Sea Defense District 
Committee was actually quite suspect and short lived.  By the early 1930s, due to the fiscal 
pressures of the colony’s slumping war time economy, the Sea Defense Districts were replaced 
by a smaller board of elected officials, made-up of the Director of Public Works and 
representatives from the British Guiana Sugar Producers’ Association.  However, instead of 
erasing the gaps in institutional knowledge about the foreshore, this recentralization of labor 
compounded them.  It was as though engineers’ uncertainty about erosion was “protected” and 
made rational through the elaborate development of a state bureaucracy (Herzfeld 1993).  Or, put 
another way, it was as though the story of the foreshore could only be told at a fixed vantage 





was shuffled in during this bureaucratic overhaul of the Ministry of Sea Defense in the early-
twentieth century to manage these supposed gaps.          
 Case first submitted plans in 1909 dedicated to using groynes to reclaim “dying” 
mangrove forests from the sea.  Although reclaiming land from the sea with groynes was not 
novel in the world of early-twentieth century engineering, nothing on the scale of Case’s project 
had ever been attempted before in Guyana.  Building groynes where vegetation was growing--
that is, in areas with relatively loose and unstable soils--was a source of worry.  As Case 
described it, most engineers expected that the new groynes would change the existing erosion 
cycles of the foreshore, but to what extent was unknown.  Trustworthy estimates of these effects 
could not be made because Case had incomplete records of tidal currents.      
 Despite Mr. Witteveen’s plea to the Combined Court in 1917 to “modernize” Guyanese 
engineering, he was hesitant to sign off on Case’s proposal.  Mr. Witteveen complained that 
“The actual causes of erosion have not been studied and defence [sic] works have been put up 
without regard to the actual development in the sea in front of them. Works which might be 
suitable for one cause or form of coast erosion may be ruinous folly when dealing with another” 
(Case 1920: 9).  It is not clear in subsequent records whether or not Case actually soothed Mr. 
Witteveen’s worries.  Nevertheless, Case’s subsequent report, “Coast erosion protection works 
on the Case system in British Guiana” (1920), was an attempt in that direction.  It was a treatise 
of technical wizardry, setting the tone for an administrative era in sea defense which 
contemporary engineers nostalgically cite as the modern proposal for land reclamation which has 
not been replicated ever since.        
 Relying on observations made by previous engineers, in the report Case provided 





sixteenth century.  These alterations were described in relation to the make-up of clays, soils, and 
flora that inhabited the foreshore.  Case was determined that all alterations were affected by a 
single phenomenon called ‘littoral drift’ (what Winter called “mud deposits” and what 
contemporary engineers call “mud shoals”).  By 1936, in his reports Case referenced the 
effectiveness of groynes to manage these alterations based on what he observed on visits to 
Holland.           
 Although Case made references to other places such as New Jersey and the British Isles 
throughout his work, he was most preoccupied with Holland.  Offering a brief social history in 
the report “The Sea Defences of Holland” (1936), Case noted that it was only well into the 
nineteenth century when Dutch engineers began to view groynes as a better method than dams 
for managing erosion.  He goes on to further explain, “Comparatively small coast line changes 
[in Holland] have taken place since 1850 except near the deep main navigation inlets and river 
outlets.” (Case 1936: 4).   Case was adamant that replicating Dutch practices along British 
Guiana’s foreshore would be a better option than to try to invent a completely new method of 
defense despite having incomplete data to piece together a complete story about Guyanese 
erosion.  His reasoning mirrored those paved by his Dutch contemporaries, such as Hendrik 
Lorentz, who was concerned with mathematically modeling the effects of sea defense structures 
on tidal currents and velocities in Holland (see Cornelis and Ende 2003).  With his 
observations from Holland, littoral drift had lost its singularity for Case, becoming a point 
connecting British Guiana’s threat from the sea to wider global scientific imaginaries (Drayton 
2000; Prakash 1999).  Through the production of data about gaps in knowledge Case offered a 
description of the foreshore as a blackbox, using technology as a stand-in to explain nature 





The phenomenon of littoral drift Case observed in both British Guiana and Holland supplied him 
with a “fictive” metaphor that could explain the limits of engineering technologies on narrating 
the history of a landscape (Latour 1996).  Case’s work satisfied a particular type of historicity--
where creativity and calculation stood on equal ground.  This narrative would prove durable until 
the MRP. 
Recounting Movement          
 Today, engineers still look to Case’s “Dutch Model” and the sociohistorical conditions 
that led to it, as the ‘official’ history of the foreshore.  My meetings with the MRP and with 
engineers can attest to Case’s mythic importance within engineering circles.  As detailed above, 
Case never figured out how erosion affects the technical capabilities of groynes.  The mystery of 
groynes is further emphasized by the contemporary work of local engineers and ecologists who 
have yet to definitively understand the relationship either (see Evans 1998).  Thus, as engineers 
explained to me, very little changed following Case in terms of the everyday technical and 
juridical management of the foreshore until the MRP came into existence.      
 Today, one can interpret the MRP’s reliance on beekeepers to harvest mangrove honey as 
an opportunity to fill the local archive with much needed knowledge about the foreshore’s 
erosion.  The MRP’s collaboration has entailed what Celia Lowe (2005) calls a “turn away from 
reason” towards accepting and reconciling the very limits and not the advancements of science.  
The home of a beekeeper by the name of Lester captured this divided world that the MRP looked 
to capitalize on.             
 Mechanical toy bees hung from his living room ceiling, bee figurines were meticulously 
propped on shelves, educational posters describing the life cycles of different species lined walls, 





a museum display, the room spoke of an unrequited devotion to the insect, distinct from the 
ordinary world in which Lester struggled to find business and a place to master his craft 
undisturbed.  Lester was one of two professional and well-seasoned beekeepers the MRP 
recruited in 2009.  A consistent follower and attendee on the regional bee conference circuit, he 
prided himself in what he calls an “academic” approach to apiary.  It is unlike the approach of 
many people whom he trains that he describes as “complacent” with just getting “nectar and 
stuffing their pockets.”  The complacency Lester describes is perhaps endemic of what one MRP 
official explained to me is the dearth in local memory: there is little known about the local 
relationship between bees and mangroves.         
 “No bees no trees.  All they were doing was putting the cart before the horse.  You can 
put in rangers, pay for this, for that...but if you don’t put the horse before the cart how can you 
get anything done?” said Lester as he explained to me his misgivings about the MRP.  That 
afternoon, a few days following a rather combative meeting between Lester and heads of the 
MRP committee, he explained to me in detail the apparent disjuncture between the MRP mission 
and his experiences cultivating mangrove nectar.  “They don’t understand… [that to us] this 
protected species stuff is nothing new…. it is late…because we have learned to make do without 
it”.  In the same breath, Lester went on to explain how he recognizes the science involved in the 
MRP’s efforts.  He rehearsed for me the claims about erosion as the source of his and the 
foreshore’s demise--when mud shoals migrate along the coast they uproot mangroves and so 
bees’ nectar.  He then reversed the formula, pointing to political, bureaucratic, and economic 
problems--the  ad hoc management of mangroves and groynes--as the true cause of an eroding 
foreshore. Describing the apparently fluid character of foreshore apiary, he reminds me, “There 





They came from Brazil in 1975.  We [local beekeepers] didn’t document them when they
 came, an accurate documentation, you know…One day, one of us [a beekeeper] noticed
 the bees were behaving in a different manner, from the Italian bees we had.  These bees
 were more defensive because with Italian bees you didn’t need as much smoke.  They
 were not responding to the smoke to calm down. We tried to smoke them out [because
 they kept] trying to sting us. It was hard until we learned how to approach them.  We had
 to be very gentle…very calm… 
 
Within the first years of handling Africanized bees, Lester claimed that the majority of the Italian 
population eventually disappeared and was replaced by the new species.  The introduction of a 
new species forced many beekeepers out of business because they did not know how to respond 
to their aggressive behavior.  By the time Lester and others learned the way they moved, it was 
too late.  Much of the standing mangrove forest had been removed for housing development by 
people migrating to the urban areas of the foreshore or because mangrove was a good source of 
fuel, helping people supplement the high cost of oil during Guyana’s fuel scarcities of the 1970s-
80s.  “It was a mixed blessing”, Lester went on, “By the time the mangroves were being 
destroyed...I really began to learn the bees’ flight…how to read them...”  As a matter of fact, 
I could tell you if the rain was gonna fall, how long, when the trees are blossoming, if the
 mangroves were blossoming a lot.  If I visited my hive I saw them working in and out.
 They were busy.  It was a normal flight in and out.  But there were times when I visited
 my hives and their going extra fast in and out.  Thousands.  More fast than normal.   They
 did this because they felt the chill from the air from the change in wind because the rain
 was about to fall and they had to collect enough nectar before the rain falls...  So when I
 saw this I knew rain would fall I could visit the hives and know when I saw the color of
 the pollen from where the bees pollinated.   
 
Seen from Lester’s perspective, a mix of sentiment and calculation frame the story of the 
foreshore. The affective tie he has formed with Africanized bees over the past forty years is 
anchored in the events of the erratic collapse of ecosystems and the migration and kinetics of 
bees and humans. Less “speech prostheses” (Latour 2004), bees and beekeepers like Lester are 
first and foremost in the business of standing in as orientation points, dwelling in the repositories 





possible future.  “They sing”, as Lester describes, “to make it plain to me that mangroves are 
healthy” despite whatever cycle of erosion.  Lester’s understandings of bees are as much based in 
visual cues as in tactile and auditory ones.  His affairs with bees read very similar to what Hugh 
Raffles (2011) describes of the “social” relations between humans and insects, where kinetics 
and less so language index some kind of interior life and communication.   Lester’s and 
Africanized bees’ interrelated microhistories point to how historically Guyanese engineering 
institutions and their models have ignored life activities on the foreshore that cannot be translated 
into the narrative about the “Dutch Model.” Lester narrates a story about the kinetics of 
companionship, vulnerability, and survival. It is precisely because beekeepers like Lester hold a 
monopoly over customary knowledge that they were recruited by MRP in the first place.  What 
MRP has billed as a conservation project has become an avenue to revive a dying art, labor, and 
relationship for Lester.           
 As a critic, subject, and participant of such ambivalent institutional work Lester 
recognizes the multi-dimensional character and effects of conservation.  Noting that he has 
witnessed the bee population dwindle in recent decades, he surmises that his experiences must be 
generalizable: “Now that the bees are moved the landscape is eating away.”  His conclusions 
about the foreshore identify a slow onset of climatic disaster.  As questionable as his affirmations 
about the causal links between bees, mangroves and four to five miles of “protected area” might 
be to the MRP, he still provides much service to a politics of vulnerability that the MRP is more 
than willing to assimilate.  The perennial disappearance and reappearance of mangroves mimics 
the ambivalent relationships between bees and humans in Guyana.  This cycle makes the bee a 
central agent in the narration of ecological crisis and the “zoological consequences” (Kosek 





 If ideas about climatic disaster only loosely guide actors like Lester and the MRP, they 
nevertheless seem to reflect, to differing degrees, the explanations that people give about the 
reinvention of the foreshore and its future.  That the MRP has designated Lester’s expertise as 
customary knowledge and less so “institutional knowledge” puts into question the very limits 
engineers face who have invested in climate science about sea-level rise.  Take for example, the 
almost century-long litany of ambiguous but tedious work engineers dedicate themselves to.   
 Routinely, engineers take day-long trips along the foreshore to observe groynes and 
dense mangrove forest.  The walks involve trekking forest, quicksand, mud banks, trash, metal 
barriers (usually car parts or refrigerators), and balancing atop derelict pieces of abandoned sea 
wall and sluices.  Their walks force them to inhabit the worlds of the past--plantations, urban 
development, sluices, sea walls, and soil erosion that cut across the contemporary landscape.   
When walking, engineers often carry hand-held tracking and mapping devices with them that can 
chart the shifting coordinates of mangroves to mud banks.  Sometimes the coordinates do not 
match what the engineer remembers seeing months prior, requiring him to go back to notes.  The 
disjuncture does not suggest that material artifacts provide for one testimony and calibrations 
provide for another, but rather, that both testimonies are codependent on one another.  Engineers’ 
gazes and the written record read as similar to the beekeepers’ misgivings about the legal 
property boundaries for conserving mangroves.  In both cases, engineers and beekeepers 
assemble the landscape into a catalogue of material and textual as well as expert and customary 
knowledge.  This catalogue conditions the ways in which both view the limits of conservation. 
Conclusion  
 If the MRP, engineers, and beekeepers are aware that it is not possible to stop erosion or 





matter?  Conservation is inseparable from the play of power, race, technology, science, and 
economy that makes out-of-the-way places like Guyana rendered imaginable as vulnerable in the 
first place.  Telling Guyana’s story and similar ones like it is conditioned by temporality, and so 
the value of these stories is amplified by the possibility of their eventual loss.  Climate science, 
particularly sea-level data, is proving itself to be an instrument that conservation uses to frame 
stories of this eventual loss, narrating them through scenario-driven media that predicts future 
climatic events in Guyana.           
 Representing loss through scenario-driven media requires scalable models.  These models 
are meant to make environmental goals translatable as quantifiable data, bringing local 
landscapes and risks into equivalence with planetary ones.  And yet, the possibilities of 
translation are limited as much by liberal property regimes that uphold the scientific measures of 
conservation as by the form and content of historical documentation itself.  In the face of 
widespread uncertainty over how to employ climate science to manage risk and loss, it is telling 
that the post-disaster Guyanese government has now introduced environmental mandates that are 
oriented toward conservation as opposed to mere reconstruction.    
 I have argued here that conservation is at best manageable through the careful 
documentation of facts about a given place and the deployment of these facts around the 
legitimization of existing property regimes.  Conservation requires specific ways of ostensibly 
linking present and soon to be absent landscapes to one another.  Such work is informed by 
institutional and social commitments to a politics of vulnerability.   And I have sought to 
illustrate how such representational strategies emanate from a particular stance about what 
counts as an archive under the threat and forecast of catastrophic events.  As Guyana’s context 





science is granted by national governments,  The stance is also shaped by international NGOs in 
framing the experimental agendas of other sciences such as hydraulic engineering and apiary 
around facts about climate change.           
 In the contemporary moment, planetary environmental security has come to not simply 
be realized through the equitable distribution of resources to ensure citizen’s security but also 
around elaborate networks dedicated to commodifying customary knowledge alongside “critical 
infrastructure” (Collier and Lakoff 2008).  And if such objectifications produced by governing 
institutions are not simply abstract signs about a forecasted catastrophe (that may or may not 
ever happen), they are also material consequences of the emergence of an international 
infrastructure for climate science. Such forces not only support the profits of big science but also 
govern the feelings of assurance as well as abandonment that define the polity across time-space 
(Povinelli 2011).  The management of landscapes and people’s identities around these networks 
plays into the construction of historical consciousness.       
 My ethnography shows that such an address is, at the very least, hard to account for.  At 
other times it is not even desirable when trying to fill in the “gaps” in the archives with “better” 
data to manage national environmental risks.  By highlighting the links between the art, craft, 
and science of historical documentation I have attempted to draw attention to the technicalities 
and facts associated with conservation directed through the objectives of climate science.  
Evidentiary claims about a changing climate mimic the uneven political shift in Guyana’s LCDS 
economy.  These shifts not only include Guyana’s slow economic turn away from Demerara 
sugar to what has been touted as a Low Carbon Development Strategy.  Along with this new 
economy, issues over who has access to these natural resources have been hotly debated along 





regimes already uphold or can be fit to meet the demands of the new science and commodities 
being extracted. As I have illustrated, with these emerging economies of recognition and natural 
resources, the story of colonial injustice in the Caribbean archive actually becomes more 
fractured instead of more whole, as evidence about its material infrastructure is unearthed by 
varying subjects and institutions.  The desire then to equate the possibilities of citizenship and 
rights with redistributive environmental justice is an ambiguous one, precariously dependent on 
reconciling fantasies of freedom with capitalist, humanitarian, and ecological values.  



















CHAPTER 6: GREEN AESTHETICS        
 How might climate-related risks and the consumer economies that inform their deterrence 
map out a politics of vulnerability and citizenship in Guyana?   In this chapter, I outline a politics 
of vulnerability through a discussion of how cultural property functions as a resource of value for 
Guyana’s transition into LCDS.   A paradigmatic framing of this politics can be found on the 
pages of Explore Guyana, a lengthy annual tourism catalogue produced for nearly a decade by 
the Tourism and Hospitality Agency of Guyana (THAG).  Glossy photographs of Amerindians 
living “sustainably” alongside one of the world’s longest waterfall drops, howler monkeys, 
anacondas, caimans, and jaguars frame adventure stories enticing tourists to explore Guyana’s 
wild nature.  The stories are accompanied by advertisements that depict seemingly young and 
racially mixed women enjoying Guyana’s lap of luxury--Banks Beer, locally crafted diamonds 
and gold, international cell phone coverage, and online banking. Tourist testimonials describe a 
once in a lifetime adventure featuring pearls of wisdom from Amerindians about natural ways of 
life.  These stock images of a “Wild Guyana” inform the catalogue’s editorials about the 
importance of tourism as a means of preserving a particular national commodity--the country’s 
culture of green-ness--as a part of Guyana’s transition into a low carbon economy.  
 The editorials advise tourists that they are mistaken if they assume that the coastal region 
is marginal to this transition.  The coast, even the capital city Georgetown, has sites to 
photograph that offer “a short intensive look at our natural world,” as a primer for any tourist 
heading into the interior (Martins  2012: 63).  The coast, like the interior, is a place to discover 
“quaint village people” with a “vibrant folklore” about nature (62-3).  Coastal villagers plant 
mangroves to protect themselves from the sea while sustainably using mangrove swamps to fish 





images make ethnic identity assimilable to an environmental ethic, linking Guyanese ethnic and 
environmental diversity to a national imaginary about what it means to be green and foreground 
the sharp contradictions that are implicit to the representation of global climate change through 
national icons.  They represent the tourist gaze on national landscapes, as much as they do the 
gazes of those Guyanese who inhabit them.  The very idea that THAG uses a tag line about 
Guyanese possessing a variety of “vibrant folklore and knowledge” to battle hot temperatures 
and rising sea levels has not gone unremarked in everyday talk by those Guyanese caught up in 
producing tourist souvenirs.  They have been quick to criticize that their labor and the souvenirs 
that they produce serve to redouble their cultural life ways in disaster-prone living conditions as 
spectacle (Mbembe 2001).  In this context, ethnic identity is a necessary thing that citizens claim 
because survival in Guyana under the threat of climate change would be unimaginable without it.   
Location ultimately delimits these notions of ethnic identity that Explore Guyana represents, 
making Guyanese citizen’s contribution to a low carbon economy locatable within a given 
landscape.  For citizens who properly belong to such situated communities, locality is 
reproduced as a dimension of value implicit to the very character of a low carbon economy 
(Appadurai 1996).
85
                
 The role of landscape in shaping the character of a national economy parallels the quest 
for “property” in a nation with an “absence of ruins” that has very few ancient monuments to call 
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 THAG’s attention to Guyana’s diverse landscapes as a representation of national “green-ness” 
highlights the lopsided rhetoric implied to talking about climate change as merely a “planetary” problem.  
With government disciplining national economies around climate security initiatives, the “location” of 
climate change as a discourse is reinscribed as one that unevenly cuts across spatial and political scales.  
THAG’s use of climate change as a symbol of cultural and environmental vulnerability inspires a 
citizenry’s commitments to ‘sustainable and locally’ inspired environmentalisms.  For similar 
commentary on how a long history of the politics of energy plays out as petro-nations begin to think 
beyond their national-regional constituencies to “transition” between sources of energy to respond to 






its own. Edouard Glissant has tactfully commented on this quest throughout the Caribbean region 
in more general terms: “Our landscape is its own monument: its meaning can only be traced on 
the underside.  It is all history”(1999).86   If landscape is the underside of Caribbean cultural 
history and tradition then it is inextricably related to property--that social relation that is a 
necessary precedent for a notion of ownership (and its denial) in Guyana.
87
   Landscape--and its 
standardized rearrangement as a commodity via green tourism--preserves the value of Guyanese 
ethnic and environmental diversity into the future through related techniques of “property and 
memory making” familiar to heritage tourism more generally (Vivanco 2001; Urry 1993; Nash 
1996). Guyana’s green tourism industry thus grafts worries about climate-related risk, disaster, 
and destruction into a valuable enterprise for preserving Guyanese ethnic and environmental 
diversity as interchangeable properties of ‘bio-diversity’ (Lowe 2006; West 2006).    
 From this perspective, green tourism is a powerful social institution that naturalizes 
culture as a form of property.  Articles in Explore Guyana attest to this appeal.  Editorials 
describe how some Amerindians as well as other coastal stewards of mangroves are paid and 
rewarded handsomely for their contributions, reminding tourists that the culture and nature that 
they experience when they visit Guyana are truly distinctive and therefore valuable commodities.  
While deliberately well-meaning in their execution, these ethical appeals nevertheless 
foreground the sharp contradictions implicit to meanings of cultural property in Guyana.  
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 However, this is not to say that there are not other relationships between property, tourism-travel, and 
landscape that exist that inform concepts of history.  See Marylyn Ivy’s (1995) readings of how tourism 
and travel frame national-cultural imaginaries about the domestic and home as well as the telling of 
national history.   
 
87
 As I have argued throughout this dissertation, property rights in Guyana have been defined around the 
ways in which people inhabit and culturally identify with their surrounding landscape and less so legal 
mandates.  If this is the case, than ways in which citizens inhabit the landscape have historically been the 
grounds for delimiting the trajectories of formal legal and technocratic institutions (not the other way 





Rosemary Coombe argues that cultural property is informed by a “kind of logic of possessive 
individualism, [with objects claimed as] essential to identities or elements of traditions” (84: 
1997).  From this perspective, the rationale that informs green tourism in Guyana is “possessive 
individualism--the relationship that links the individual to property as formulated in Locke’s 
labor theory of value” (84).  As the Explore Guyana catalogue implies, a Guyanese citizen’s 
demonstration of some sort of ethnic identity is one way in which she can opt-in (and 
economically benefit from) a low-carbon economy even if in her everyday life she does not 
consider herself to be an environmentalist or even at the very least, environmentally aware.  Her 
ethnic identity is legitimated by THAG and the tourism industry more generally as a crucial 
labor as well as property that constitutes Guyanese culture.       
 For THAG’s promotional intents, the Guyanese citizenry is imagined as a body of 
“collective individual owners” of national landscapes (Handler 1991).  On the face of it, what 
THAG promotes is a paradox in that “the more successful any ethnic population is in 
commodifying its difference, the faster it will debase whatever made it different to begin with” 
as well as the landscapes that they inhabit (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009).  And yet, the process 
of linking ethnicity to green tourism is less linearly or spatially aligned than a mere “transition” 
into a low carbon economy would suggest.  What happens when citizens simply do not 
demonstrate the ‘right kind of’ ethnic identity (Povinelli 2002) or demonstrate a will toward 
cultural appropriation rather than ‘authenticity’ (Coleman 2004)?  As I detail, the ‘primitivist’ 
tourism that THAG promotes is only partially mapped onto coastlanders, particularly ‘urban 
Afro- and Indo-youth’ whose “Gaza, Gully and Rudeboy” culture are viewed as antithetical to 
the aims of LCDS.          





cultural property within a broad context called green capitalism.  Flying in the face of many 
conventional assumptions about value, green capitalism appropriates and sustains the 
reproductive potential of bio-materials around the ecological limitations and possibilities of the 
Earth (Reno 2011; Helmreich 2008).  This is because green commodities are often thought to be 
informed by very technical (expert) metrics that calculate and so establish the “true value” of 
nature (Harvey 1997).  These metrics reaffirm nature--in general and in all its particularity as a 
cultural product, and with it knowledge about sustainability as a source for commodification.  
Better metrics, in other words, provide more ways to commodify nature toward more 
environmentally sustainable ends.  The aura of green commodities resides in their unique appeal 
to make nature appear to never decay, or at the very least, makes decay a necessary form of 
expenditure (Smith 2008; Stoekl 2007; Bataille 1985; Coronil 1993).      
 Behind this aura is the progressive channeling and dividing of capitalist labor and 
consumers around a hierarchy of technical metrics.  The aura of green commodities, thus, makes 
conditions of vulnerability appear to be necessary to the future of sustainable lifeworlds.  And 
more to the point, their aura render environmental stewardship as well as other identities--
particularly race and ethnicity-- into expressions of green economies.  Accordingly, I argue that 
turning culture into a form of property involves examining how understandings of materiality 
and subjectivity become aligned with green capitalism.  Cultural property thus offers a lens 
through which we can examine how vulnerability becomes privatized to inform practices of 
citizenship under green capitalism.          
 The chapter examines these issues by focusing in on one sector of green tourism in 
Guyana, the commercial art sector.  First, I begin with an overview of what green tourism means 





“obvious success” (in the interior), I reflect on why and how the urban coast is now branded as 
an “exceptional” site for green tourism.  Many Guyanese would argue that the coast’s absence 
from green tourism campaigns is not surprising because of its tendency to flood, derelict 
infrastructure, and garbage problem.  As a consequence, the urban coastal landscape has 
undergone intensive civic cleanliness and conservation campaigns to render it a prime site (sight) 
of the “Caribbean picturesque” (see Sheller 2003; Thompson 2007; Mohammed 2009).  I follow 
an overview of how the urban coast has been disciplined towards the ends of green tourism, with 
an example of how an expatriate Guyanese, Chris, uses the Georgetown seawall to produce 
installations of “garbage art.”  He presents his art as a commentary on the tourism industry 
targeting “urban culture” as a thing for reform.  Chris’ critique offers us a view of the uneven 
appropriation of urban culture by Guyanese artists and how that appropriation shapes a sort of 
environmentalism that is an alternative to what the state and tourism industry promote.    
 Chris’ ‘garbage art’ leads me to a broader discussion about the Guyana Arts and Craft 
Producers Association (GACPA) to pressure government for copyright reform.  The debates over 
copyright reform have compelled a number of artists to carve out a green niche in the budding 
green tourism industry. But the extent to which artists’ lobbies have gained traction has been 
partially dependent on their abilities to produce a particular style of art.  As a response to tourism 
authorities’ concerns that the urban coast is “too rude and dirty” to sell to tourists, a number of 
local artists have produced art that represents the urban coast as a “respectable” place.  Such 
aesthetics have a history that is related to a Guyana School of Art that emerged in the late-1970s-
80s that took a particular stance toward Caribbean popular art called Intuitive Art.  Over the 
decades, a philosophy of Intuitive Art has been the source of inspiration for many urban coastal 





“Guyanese.”             
 I end the chapter with reflections from a woodcarver named William who is on the 
margins of GACPA’s branding initiatives.  His reservations about marketing himself with 
GACPA are informed as much by his style of woodcarving as by his intimate experiences with 
coastal landscapes and his social marginalization as a Rasta.  I conclude by examining how his 
feelings of marginalization might be employed to augment existing ethnographic accounts about 
the fragility of a politics of vulnerability under the auspices of nation-states transitioning into 
purportedly green economies.     
Greening the Caribbean Picturesque 
The tourism industry came late to Guyana relative to other parts of the Anglophone 
Caribbean.  During the late nineteenth century into the turn of the twentieth century, islands 
including Jamaica and Barbados were the primary colonial sites where the British experimented 
with tourism to replace what was then a slumping regional sugar industry threatened by the rise 
in world beet sugar prices.  Guyana, on the other hand, did not give up on agriculture, frantically 
experimenting with rice and some logging (see Chapter 2), while steamboats full of tourists from 
South Hampton, London, and New York docked in the ports of Kingston and Bridgetown.  A 
handful of scholars have written about this period as the ‘golden age’ of Caribbean tourism, a 
moment when a photographic and literary genre called the “Caribbean picturesque” was first 
canonized and commodified for global consumption.  Mimi Sheller (2003) argues that with the 
rise of tourism catalogues and photography, colonial planter-elite ideas of the Caribbean as a 
breeding ground for tropical disease and an unruly landscape were “re-naturalized” to represent 
the Caribbean as a place encompassing a pristine and unspoiled landscape.     





naturalistic backdrops to make them appear as if they were ‘primitive.’  Described as docile or 
idle (or simply excluded from the photo-narrative of brochures altogether) images of non-whites 
were curated to appear to be un-modern but not too un-modern so as to not scare off tourists 
from visiting the islands.  Many Caribbeans responded to the tourism industry by refusing to 
pose for tourism catalogues or protesting many of the industry’s outstanding rules such as 
segregated beachfronts and swimming pools.  In short, the Caribbean’s early-tourism industry 
not only influenced EuroAmerican practices of consumption but also influenced how Caribbeans 
imagine themselves shaping their own modernities in the postcolonial present (Thompson 2007). 
 Within the region today, tourism has replaced many nations’ agricultural sectors as the 
prime industry alongside offshore financing.  It has only been in recent years, as a consequence 
of the effects of the expansion of a market for tropical American tourist destinations outside of 
the Caribbean, that the region’s tourism industry has begun to lag if not dissipate (Patullo 1996).  
In both Caribbean academic and popular press, it is not uncommon to read articles repeating the 
warnings of post-independence Caribbean intellectuals and brash politicians that tourism is a 
neo-colonial institution that reinscribes a plantation dependency model of debt and cultural 
zombification (Armstrong 2012; Fanon 1961; Glissant 1999). This is the position that many 
Guyanese remember that President Forbes Burnham had in 1960s-80s Guyana.  He advocated a 
‘no dependency syndrome’ attitude towards tourism, even using, as many Guyanese I spoke with 
remember, the Jonestown Mass Suicide as a rationale to keep foreigners at bay.  However, by the 
postsocialist transition, tourism was seriously reconsidered by the Guyanese government as a 
viable alternative to the sugar and rice industries.  To lay the groundwork for tourism, Guyana’s 
Ministry of Trade became the Ministry of Tourism in 1987 (Patullo 1996).  Iwokrama Center for 





resorts and parks along interior and coastal rivers were opened.   Following the global consumer 
demand in the mid-1990s for “ecotourism” (France 1997), the establishment of Iwokrama 
marked the “interior region” as the site for Guyanese tourism.     
 Over nearly the past two decades, Iwokrama has attracted mostly EuroAmerican tourists 
looking for conventional ecotourism adventures exploring rugged rainforest.   Alongside these 
conventional tourists are a large number of “science tourists” (West 2008)--academic scientists 
as well as novice scientists seeking resources from Iwokrama to complete degrees, research, or 
educational adventures to inform their own occupations as well as professional hobbies.  The 
success of Iwokrama has been attributed to it being one of a handful of sites in the circum-
Caribbean committed to combining adventure ecotourism alongside hands-on public science and 
conservation programming.  Particularly, the labor performed by Amerindian rangers who have 
grown up near Iwokrama and now work for the center reflect how Iwokrama’s varying science 
and conservation programs have affected the ways in which both they and the tourist clientele 
view the interior region.  Lenny, a longtime ranger with Iwokrama explains at length: 
The more things happen and change here the more we go with them.  When things got 
more populated [the mid-1990s], people kept moving from one place to another and in 
the forest and the savannah you use to not have to go far to find anything [animals] but 
now they are hard, hard, hard to find.  And at Iwokrama we are trained to think about this 
change in the rainforest and the savannah as a combined zone [related environments].  
For example, the two areas get rainfall for 8 months during the year.  So when we think 
about rainfall in the combined zone, we compare to when we knew them as separate, 
when the forest was more open.  It helps us keep a little idea of understanding about 
weather, when to farm, when not, and you get those people talking about Low-Carbon 
Economy and climate change.  My friends who complain to me, those who come from 
the next region (North Rupununi) say, ‘when I talk I go against them.’ It was hard for 
them to understand why this ranger stuff is important to me.  With the ranger course 
that’s when you have to come and know the math and stuff, GPS, compass, all those 
things.   But just because the word ‘science’ is [in my work] doesn’t mean science is 
teaching you.  I think the difference with them [the scientists who come in] is that I want 
to learn from them, not that they must learn from me.  “I must do the work and they get 





understand my home.’  I don’t work for you--attach your equipment, show you the road 
for the third time, to get your MA, your PhD.”  No, they have to teach me. 
 
Lenny lends a powerful account about how the scientific and tourist gazes have transformed 
Guyanese interior landscapes, as well as how locals and foreigners encounter one another in a 
space designated as a tourist site.  General summaries of the scientific findings of work like 
Lenny’s is reproduced and circulated alongside sleek photos of wildlife, forest, and traditional 
Amerindian culture in Iwokrama newsletters.  This literature generates a lens through which we 
can view the essential character of Guyana despite the specificities of the partially (and sometime 
oblique) history that the interior region has had in shaping Guyana’s cultural, economic, and 
political history.   As Lenny expresses, tourism in the interior has come to fit in with the 
government’s grand ambitions for transitioning into a low carbon economy.  As part of a group 
of three countries (including Suriname and Brazil) dubbed the “Amazonian-Caribbean tourist 
trail,” Guyana has set its sights on becoming a main attraction in the global tourism industry with 
a ‘green’ Caribbean sensibility (PPP February 10, 2012).      
 Dubbing Guyana as an Amazonian-Caribbean destination has thus involved framing the 
country as one with a green culture.  Current Minister of Tourism Irfaan Ali noted this culture 
during a press briefing recently with a crew for the American cable network the History Channel 
who had arrived to film a documentary about the country.  “Guyana’s LCDS (Low Carbon 
Development Strategy) is being discussed at many parts of the academic world, talk shows 
across the world dealing with the environment, so in itself it is a tourism product and we have 
that product. The issue is how do we, as fast as possible, promote this product in all the markets” 
(PR January 26, 2012).  Minister Ali also notes that this makes Guyana a tourist destination that 
is dependent as much on making longstanding destinations like Iwokrama even more lucrative as 





LCDS as a tourism product.         
 However, the extent to which the coastal region has been integrated into the LCDS 
tourism-product has been rather uneven.  For example, the tourism catalogue Explore Guyana 
summarizes how Georgetown is socially and environmentally adapting to climate change in spite 
of its decaying colonial-era urban infrastructure and architecture.  These stories of decay are 
accompanied with pictures of citizens cleaning the seawall and planting mangroves.  Indeed, the 
catalogue represents what it means to be ‘green’ in a Caribbean urban coastal context by 
(re)creating many aspects of the coastal landscape in light of Georgetown’s precarious 
relationship to the sea.  Accordingly, the prime focus of the Ministry of Tourism’s push for 
coastal tourism has involved cultivating environmentally conscious citizens around ‘urban space’ 
(Lefebvre 2003).  Henri Lefebvre uses the phrase urban space to describe the dialectal 
relationship between representations of urbanism and nature, the physical exploitation of nature 
to create urban space, and the creation of urban space.  It is this mutually defining relationship 
between the spheres of tourism, the immediate threat of ecological disaster (flooding and sea-
level rise), and decaying urban landscapes that informs an urban sensibility of being ‘green’ in 
Guyana.  But the extent to which urban coastal landscapes have been successfully represented by 
the Ministry of Tourism as an image of the “Caribbean picturesque” has involved citizens 
confronting the least ‘green’ thing about the coast, trash. 
The Garbage City 
On the heels of Georgetown’s garbage strikes of 2009-10, civic cleanliness campaigns 
became the most prominent projects sponsored by the Ministry of Tourism to support LCDS.  
With the garbage strikes, many Guyanese lamented that Georgetown had transformed from the 





a sense of frustration when trash became the central talking point about climate change in 
Guyana.  With a hostile indifference towards trash, they routinely commented about 
Georgetown’s trash problem as not a new thing.  It was a problem that for decades had become 
unmanageable, with episodic cases of mosquito and rat infestations, neighborhood outbreaks of 
infectious diseases, and flooding from clogged canals.  For these reasons, many local activists, 
primarily those affiliated with community neighborhood and political opposition groups, 
vocalized their suspicions about how tourism in Georgetown could fix the trash problem.  They 
argued that the development of tourism in and around Georgetown was motivated by the selfish 
interests of politicians, elites, and foreign businessmen who wanted to preserve real estate values 
for the development of casinos, resort hotels, and river lodges.      
 Activists pointed to a number of cases about trumped-up bidding contracts between the 
state and international hotel companies (specifically contracts with American-based Marriott Co. 
and Hilton Worldwide Co.) as proof that there were few serious investments on the part of the 
local and national government to fix the garbage problem through tourism.  Nevertheless, the 
government and activists on the same page about the seriousness of the trash problem but at odds 
over just how to govern it.  These debates transformed Georgetown public space into a target of 
city beautification and landscaping initiatives.
88
          
 The city beautification initiatives did not entail more infrastructure maintenance (such as 
cleaning drains, trenches, and pursuing grant projects for modernizing landfills).  But rather, 
these initiatives primarily involved a long-term civic awareness campaign tied to the Mangrove 
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 From local activists’ perspectives, it was a problem that could seemingly be fixed the same way that 
many others could be in Guyana, with less politicking between City Hall (a purported stalwart of the 
PNC) and the President’s House.  A more transparent tax system and bureaucratic management could be 
implemented for the dispersal of private contracts for garbage pickup, landfill development, recycling, 
and tax incentives for businesses to replace Styrofoam and plastic with biodegradable materials.  To 
comment on the trash problem as the consequence of anything other than Guyana’s political red herring--





Restoration Project (MRP) about sea-level rise and foreshore conservation (see Chapter 5).  For a 
number of weeks in late 2009 into early 2010, citizens outfitted in baseball hats and neon-colored 
rain ponchos, thick working gloves, and trash bags walked the Georgetown seawall for miles 
picking up trash near mangrove forests.  The seawall had become a target site where residents 
learned to become model citizens for transitioning into a low carbon economy.  These trash 
walks put into sharp focus is how climate change is tied to a broader discourse that links the 
seawall to talk about ‘purity and danger’ (Douglas 1994).      
 Historians mark the mid-twentieth century as the time when the seawall gained a routine 
commercial use beyond mere sea and military defense in Guyana.   The seawall was 
predominantly used by white and mixed (‘colored’) elite families of Georgetown’s Kingston 
neighborhood on Sunday afternoons after church for afternoon walks.  A gazebo was eventually 
constructed at the seawall’s entrance for visitors to watch the regal police brigade and band 
perform while the sun set (Fernandes and Ford 1994).   But, as many Georgetown natives 
recollect, by the late-1990s, the seawall purportedly shifted from a landscape exclusively 
influenced by the moral character of white Christian colonials to one increasingly influenced by 
urban youth’s rude boy, Man ah Gallis, and Gully-Gaza night life. Local vendors and 
entertainment promoters herald Sunday evenings after sunset as out-of season Mashramani 
(Carnival), a reliable tourist attraction for Guyanese and foreigners alike.   The lights of push 
food and souvenir carts brighten the night sky while dancehall, chutney, Bollywood, and soca 
beats from sound systems drown out the roar of the ocean’s waves for miles.  People lime (party) 
and drag race along the seawall’s adjacent road into the early morning hours.  This routine 
bacchanal is only momentarily interrupted every year during Diwali and Easter festivities when 







                              
 Like clockwork, in the aftermath of the Sunday lime there are scattered mounds of trash 
that dot the seawall and shoreline along with a smell of stale beer and piss that hangs in the 
humid air.  It takes a purportedly under-staffed fleet of city workers and an active scavenging 
effort of a handful of the city’s homeless several days to clean-up the seawall following these 
events.  The aftermath of the Sunday lime led the Ministry of Tourism in partnership with the 
MRP to announce that “We [the government] want to make sure that we have a clean 
environment. We know that thousands of people use this seawall facility daily” so to ensure that 
“the country’s tourism product can be promoted alongside the country’s shift to a Low Carbon 
Development Strategy [routine garbage walks and ‘enhancement programs’ will occur 
regularly]” (Stabroek Staff Writer 2009c).  From the ministry’s view, Sunday limes epitomize 
the seemingly uncontainable moral, economic, and environmental burden that trash has had on 
the city.  This burden has produced a context in which urban youth culture is both the essential 
precondition of and the indefinite postponement (Comaroff and Comaroff 2005) of Guyana 
realizing the LCDS. Conspicuous consumption alongside a ‘dirty’ urban youth puts into stark 
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 You are more likely to come across depictions of the seawall in popular media and culture  for its 
“social” use than for its original use as a military and practical barrier for defense from the sea.  One of 
the more recent depictions of the “social” use of the seawall in popular culture is a painting that can be 
found in Stanley Greaves’ Shadows Move Among Them series (2006).  Greaves offers a painting called 
“Easter Kite,” a retrospective on the Guyanese tradition of flying kites the Monday following Easter.  The 
painting depicts a diamond-shaped kite flying high with its shadow grafted against the concrete side of the 
seawall and the waves of the ocean.  Living and painting mostly in Barbados, Greaves offered a slide 
show of his series around the time of the garbage strikes at the national gallery, Castellani House in late 
2009.  The gala was attended mostly by a handful of Greaves’ old friends from the oppositional political 
party the Working People’s Association, students and faculty from the University of Guyana, as well as a 
few people of the self-proclaimed class of ‘old head’ literati, marking the gala a homecoming of sorts for 
Greaves.  An interest in shadows, Greaves explained, was partially spurred by his lifelong interest in 
geometry and his growing interest in Jungian theories about perception and psychoanalysis.  His talk of 
right angles and minds eventually led to the confession that, in fact, the “Caribbean is the Sargasso Sea,” 
there is “a lot of stuff moving around and around as though going someplace, but not going anywhere.  






relief how the ‘flexibility’ of neoliberal green capitalism is rewriting a Guyanese sense of 
‘respectability’ (Freeman 2005) for urban coastal landscapes.90    
Garbage Art 
One Monday morning after a Sunday lime, tires, food containers, old advertisements, 
posters, sticks, and random parts of old electronics and car parts were staged in elaborate vertical 
installations along the seawall.  Parts of many of the installations had neon yellow, red, purple, 
blue, pink, and green graffiti painted on them.  Near a number of the installations were large 
mounds of sand.  The mounds were graves filled with the bones of dogs and cows, animals found 
on the shore that at some point were thrown over the seawall by despondent pet owners and 
farmers.  Juxtaposed against the tawny sand, the colorful garbage art resembled another 
geological stratum, repositioning the coast above the ebb and flow of the sea.  The tones of the 
garbage art were as colorful as the advertisements painted on the seawall for hair care products, 
car parts, and restaurants that have vied for the attention of those who walk and drive by the 
seawall every day for decades now since the socialist transition.   The advertisements and 
garbage art were a symbolic continuum of sorts, material icons of how Guyanese have become 
disposable across space and time or, at the very least, vulnerable to the very landscapes which 
produce such conditions for their disposability.        
 “Disposability,” explained Chris, is the idea that motivated the garbage art as well as 
what encouraged him to establish a Caribbean-UK based environmental NGO.  An expatriate 
with a heavy British accent, Chris grew-up on the East Coast on the outskirts of Georgetown in 
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 I note that while the Sunday limes have recast old debates about the boundaries between 
“respectability” and “reputation”--or the private and the public--it has done so in a different way than 
other scholars of the Caribbean have critiqued who have claimed that it has played out to “reaffirm” or 
“resist” white colonial morality (see Wilson 1964; Besson 1993). Rather what we see here is explicit talk 
about “reaffirming or “resisting” urban youth culture.  “Adolescents with attitude” (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 2005) mark off here, not only rework but mark off the boundaries here for the legal planning of 





the village Buxton.  Notoriously known as one of Guyana’s most crime-ridden villages as well as 
being one of the first post-emancipation Afro-Guyanese villages, Buxton was the site where 
Chris learned “to become someone who could initiate his own thing.”  His life was rough so he 
had to “come down [to Georgetown] and go into the streets and hustle, on the streets like every 
poor man [at the time].”  By 1997, in his early-teens, he was living and hustling permanently in 
Georgetown.  That was when everything in his life was “tips up.”  Tired of the uncertainty 
inherent to street life, Chris eventually made enough connections and money to leave Guyana for 
the UK where he developed his interest in design and art and eventually started his 
environmental NGO.  Since migrating, Chris returns to Guyana every year for a few months to 
visit family and to fill what he calls that “ache to return home” despite the limited opportunities 
and sometimes life-threatening outcomes that the return entails.         
 I met with Chris for tea the morning after I first saw his art along the seawall and 
plastered in the local newspapers below patriotic headlines that read, “Project turns seawall litter 
into art.”   Chris admittedly explained to me that his artistic mission was just as acute and 
seemingly pragmatic as those that inspired the Ministry of Tourism’s city beautification 
campaign: 
There are only a few places you can enjoy the natural landscape in Georgetown.  The
 structure [seawall] just grabs you.  Everyone goes there.  On Sundays everyone takes
 over.  Every class of people goes to the seawall. Every profile goes.  Every type of people
 goes and all those posh people, like, go too but everyone does the same.  But what is
 terrible the posher ones are actually looking out from their yards onto the poor people and
 looking at the poor people through garbage.  But if you know better, own all the
 businesses, educated, been all over the world, then initiate something to make the change.
 They are all the same to me, all the posh ones and all the poor and depressed are all the
 same. 
 
Chris does not struggle to locate his perspective on environmentalism squarely in his experiences 





urban and rural environments, he says that every time he returns to Guyana he feels more and 
more like a stranger in his own home.   
One of the things that triggered my art for me was when I was staying at a hotel in the 
area [near the seawall].  I was always familiar with that area, it was like I grew up there 
[for some time after figuring out how to make money hustling], in Bel Air Gardens and 
Subryanville.  [When I would go to the seawall] I would take off the energy, vibes, 
relaxation, all that from the sea.  But now that I’ve come back it’s like a shocking 
junkyard.   And I’m always complaining about how filthy the place is and this thing and 
that…and over time I had a chance to visit again and watching how people day after day 
people come and not caring about the same place they go for relaxation and stuff.  And I 
just talked about it, just talk about it and thought…I wasn’t involved in anything because 
you know everything in Guyana doesn’t come through.  For example, all the sticks [I find 
on the shore] are being used as artwork.  That is my material waiting to be mounted.  And 
I will show [to people] how recycled things can be used as art.  This American woman on 
holiday-work [sponsoring my work here] bought supplies for me and left it at the hotel 
I’m staying at. But then they [hotel workers] threw it out.  They just suck the life out of 
you.  I have a big problem with Guyanese people it’s all just trash, bash, and walk. 
 
Chris’ art has seemingly grown out of his experiences of feeling ostracized by the lack of civic 
awareness and maintenance in Guyana, a feeling unfamiliar to him living abroad where, from his 
perspective, trash is presumably kept more in check.  Chris recognizes that this experience makes 
him feel like a foreigner in his own country.  Chris takes pride in identifying himself as 
cosmopolitan but recognizes that such an identity can only exist within a certain network of 
institutions that make his travels, newly acquired wealth, environmental awareness, and artistic 
talent relevant to a wider audience outside of Guyana.  From this view, Chris’ environmental 
aesthetic maps onto the campaign for “green-ness” that the Ministry of Tourism promotes.  And 
yet, Chris notes that his anxieties about the poverty and class-ism animating the Georgetown 
seawall are a symptom of the ministry’s civic beautification campaigns.  His art seemingly 
represents the flipside of what those campaigns want to sweep away.  The “everyday needs and 
lives” of those who use the seawall who have “never traveled abroad” and so who do not know 





order to have a “green ethic” and be an environmental steward in Guyana, one has to be 
“cosmopolitan”--certainly then, being an environmentalist also involves reconciling how 
Guyanese citizens and especially expatriates, become both the objects of green tourism and the 
subject of such fantasies.           
 These fantasies can be most accredited to Chris’ garbage art technique of “remediating” 
old forms of graffiti and advertisements for new contexts of use like installations of garbage art.  
Following Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin, processes of remediation involve translating 
medium into new representations: paintings are photographed or tapes are reformatted as CDs 
(2000).  In their sense, translating between media formats creates new logics of representation.  
While this is definitely the case for Chris who re-appropriates old texts and electronic waste as 
art installations, I also want to focus in on how Chris’ “remediation” also brings about new 
logics of social experiences (Novak 2010).   Chris uses garbage art as a commentary on how 
urban (street) culture creates conflicts around cultural authority and authorship in Guyana 
(Mankekar 1999).  These conflicts revolve around broader issues over how logics of 
environmentalism trouble cultural signifiers of global consumerism.  Ultimately, it is as much 
the “unruly posh people” who thwart Chris’ relationship with the seawall as his inability, as an 
expatriate, to “consume the right way” in Guyana.91   The problem Chris has had becoming a 
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 Christopher’s concerns about the growing wealth disparities in Guyana and its relationship to 
environmentalism are not only represented along the seawall but also other sites such as Guyana’s annual 
trade and fair show GuyExpo.  Lauded by government officials as Guyana’s main regional tourist 
attraction, GuyExpo was first initiated under Burnham in the 1970s to bring together regional industry 
heads and average customers to buy and test Guyanese agricultural and husbandry products.  While under 
Burnham, GuyExpo supported his “Grow, Feed and House the Nation” co-operative campaign, especially 
his promotion of kitchen gardens.  In more recent decades, however, the promotion of agricultural 
consumerism has been replaced by one dedicated to an urban, ‘global thinking’ middle-class 
consumerism.  In 2009, this turn was made most apparent when GuyExpo was sponsored under the theme 
“Low Carbon Development Strategy.”  It was held on the heels of the President attending the 2009 UN 
climate summit in Copenhagen and securing funds from Norway for REDD+ and carbon sequestration 
programs, funds which are arguably planned to transition Guyana into a low-carbon economy over the 





successful artist in Guyana is perhaps made most paradigmatic when he speaks of the hotel 
workers who “throw away his art.”  He laments because he views Guyanese notions of art as 
“misinformed”: these very moments of confrontation and incommensurability have informed 
Chris’ idealization of the seawall as a site for creative practice.      
 Nevertheless, Chris has identified a small number of Guyanese who “get his art” --mostly 
Georgetown youth who use his installations as a playground or a prime photo-opt to send 
relatives abroad or post on social media websites.
92
   This audience has helped refocus issues of 
environmentalism in Guyana as much around what the Ministry of Tourism claims is an issue of 
“rudeness and dirtiness” as around intertextual practices of creativity.  In other words, Chris’ 
garbage art has helped position some Guyanese around alternative environmentalisms.   Their 
engagements with Chris’ transnational mediascapes offer an opportunity to re-imagine a 
possibility for a low carbon economy.       
 But to be clear, Chris’ art has not inspired some sort of social equivalence between 
nationally constructed cultures, subcultures, and aesthetic countercultures (see below).  Even 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
products--light bulbs, organic foods, home appliances, pharmaceuticals, computer electronics, and 
furniture.  These products were promoted alongside ‘home entertainment’ stalls with vendors selling 
woodcarvings that were promoted as ‘environmentally conscious’ decorative art for the home. 
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Chris was not the only artist I came in contact with in Guyana who produced “eco-art” as a commentary 
on Guyanese environmental crisis.  At GuyExpo I met a vendor selling emboldened mangrove statues.  
Alongside these statues were colorful informational posters describing the effects of climate change on 
Guyana.  The words flood, drought, sea-level rise, and erosion were drawn on in large letters with 
permanent marker next to photo-shopped graphs and charts from elementary textbooks, indicating facts 
about the effects of climate change across the world.  Next to these posters were photographs of the 
seawall with pieces of driftwood scattered across the shoreline.  Each photograph offered a different 
perspective of the driftwood.  Some were close-up images of driftwood, offering a detailed view at 
uneven crevices and spores of fungi.  Some were panoramic images of the foreshore, offering a grand 
view of the Atlantic horizon, public road, and where the seawall broke off, interrupted by a dying 
mangrove forest.  Lined on the stall’s table were intricately placed pieces of driftwood. He explained to 
me that he was selling them at GuyExpo to draw attention to Guyanese citizens’ ‘disrespect’ of the 
seawall and foreshore which he surmised, has led to the increasing disappearance of mangroves.  The 





before his migration, Chris thought much about the seawall helped him to stop hustling and 
become an “upwardly mobile” citizen.  Chris’ garbage art thus is not simply a commentary about 
the limits of disciplining landscapes around elite aesthetic values (Bourdieu 1993).  It is also a 
commentary on the limits of positioning citizenship around practices of consumerism as well as 
aesthetics.  When Chris talked about his early years in Guyana he reflected on how various 
practices of consumption create intimacy as well as distance between citizens (Berlant 1997). If 
being an environmentalist is a way to be cosmopolitan then Chris’ lived experiences--living in 
the UK as well as his aspirations for his transnational NGO--make his type of environmentalism 
dependent on strategically appropriating some forms of Guyanese urban culture and not others.  
But the reality that Chris has had so many mishaps along the way translating his 
environmentalism and art for a Guyanese public speaks to how fragmented environmentalism is 
as a discourse in light of the uneven distribution of vulnerability to climate-related disaster across 
Guyana.  Thinking in a ‘cosmopolitan state of mind’ is one way to attempt to survive or, at the 
very least, the only way for thousands of Guyanese like Chris to justify an annual trip to return 
home for holiday.   
The Branding Defense 
Chris’ garbage art has opened some avenues for green tourism while foreclosing others in 
Guyana.  From his perspective, the Ministry of Tourism’s green tourism campaign has done very 
little to improve the image of Guyana, especially Georgetown, as a safe and clean place worthy 
of foreigners, or even expatriates to come as tourists to visit on holiday.  His perspective has as 
much to do with the ways in which his travels abroad have influenced his ideas about 
environmentalism, as it does with his cynicism toward municipal politicking over poverty, 





attention of a Guyanese public has everything to do with how to successfully brand a green 
aesthetic as a cultural commodity central to the success of LCDS.  The struggle to master such 
branding has therefore led local artists into disputes over what exactly counts as a viable 
environmental aesthetic to represent Guyana to the rest of the world.   
 In recent years, the Guyana Arts and Craft Producers Association (GACPA) has been the 
institution directly responsible for working with artists to brand such an image.  GACPA’s 
interest in branding has been as strategically informed by international NGOs’ commitments to 
projects such as ‘World Book and Copyright Day’ as by the spontaneous political activism that 
has occurred across the local art scene in recent years (Guyana Times Staff 2012).  After 
independent art and craft dealers generated dismal incomes from the Cricket World Cup 2007 
and Carifesta 2008, a number of dramatic sit down sessions between artists and the President in 
2009 were held.  The sessions focused on accusations that independent artists were cheated out 
of money by big middlemen who sold imported instead of locally produced souvenirs to vendors.  
A number of artists suspected big middlemen of copying their design of Guyanese emblems--
flags, the national seal, and iconic images such as rainforests, plantations, coconut trees, and 
waterfalls--and grafting them onto generic Cricket World Cup trademarked imported items.  
Vendors bought the imported souvenirs which seemingly cut off a niche market for heritage 
souvenirs produced by local artists.  In the shadow of Cricket World Cup and Carifesta, artists 
could no longer afford to think of their craft as separate from issues of copyright and commercial 
investments in tourism.          
 However, within a legal context where the infringement of copyright law is rarely 
prosecuted and the law is deemed “archaic,” GACPA has had to expand their direct influence on 





Writer 2009b).  Since the sit-down meetings, GACPA has strategized to figure out ways to 
distinguish themselves from other sub-tourism sectors while ensuring that no fake copies of art 
get circulated.  But the end to which a brand could be realized that represents local artists 
remains a contentious point among GACPA members.  They debate how to envisage and address 
their country as a particular “cultural area” distinct from all other tourist destinations in the 
region (Mazzarella 2003).       
 Overwhelmingly, the artists affiliated with GACPA--weavers, leather tanners, jewelers, 
painters, and woodcarvers--view their craft as a “cottage industry.”  It is a term that Guyanese 
artists use to articulate authority over their own craft as they try to envision a legal and 
commercial framework that allows them to enter the (inter)national tourism industry while 
recognizing local hierarchies of value and aesthetics (Wineger 2006).  With the majority of 
professional Guyanese artists living along the urban coast, artists living in the interior have 
developed a separate niche style of Amerindian art that has divided the national art market 
between coastal and interior art.  The regional divide has led to an overlap in skill set with many 
art forms (i.e. woodcarving, leather craft, and jewelry) produced in both regions, but weaving 
more indicative of interior Amerindian art and painting more indicative of coastal urban art.  
Coastal and interior art can be loosely categorized as taking on three dominate styles: a national 
tradition influenced by the Burrows-Williams School (see below), Amerindian traditions, or a 
mix of the two.  Also, across the board, artists--especially weavers, leather crafters, and 
woodcarvers--are recognized as consciously utilizing natural resources from their communities 
and so abiding by sustainable environmental practices more so than other industries in Guyana.  
While GACPA does not elaborate on what they mean by sustainable practices, for all the items 





not needlessly cut down.  GACPA recognizes that what unifies artists is their mutual 
appropriations of the three dominate styles and their connection to regional values about 
environmental sustainability and the global consumer public (Stabroek Staff Writer 2009a).
93
   
 GACPA’s attention to the regional divide in Guyana’s art scene has initiated less of a 
legal avenue than a commercial avenue to directly deal with the issues over copyright that 
followed World Cricket and Carifesta.   For example, the mission statement on GACPA’s 
website announces that each of their artists offer a particular cultural or aesthetic style rooted in 
the different regions of Guyana in which they were raised or now live.  For GACPA, an artist’s 
place of birth or residence is expressive of their commitments to a given racial-ethnic 
community.  In Guyana, such commitments also imply that artists are accountable to other racial-
ethnic communities, making the artist responsible for what she decides to culturally appropriate, 
without being accused of cultural chauvinism or disrespect.   To do otherwise is a social faux-pas 
that presumably misidentifies one’s cultural authority for artistic expertise in a given medium.  
Over matters of aesthetic taste, GACPA’s brand assumes that good art is expressive of some sort 
of creole sensibility: a mixing of images of cultural symbols and landscapes with one another to 
create a multicultural aesthetic.  Concerns like these demonstrate that as GACPA’s marketing 
strategy hinges on making issues of cultural diversity “de-contextualized” from the political 
economy of the racial-ethnic groups that they feature and embedded in a political economy about 
environmental sustainability (Shankar 2012; Miller 1997).  For Guyanese artists there are serious 
outcomes to such realignments.  “Who are you and where do you come from?” are loaded 
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 This point draws out the worry that I heard from many cultural brokers in Guyana affiliated with the 
tourism industry that Guyana is a “little known” place that no one knows or cares about.  They recognized 
that the majority of tourists are Guyanese expatriates, American Peace Corps volunteers, or British 
nationals, people who already had a reason or some sort of formal occupational or historical connection to 
the country.  This worry reinforced the idea amongst many in the tourism industry that the image of 
Guyana as a tourist destination is constructed just as much locally as it is dependent on broader marketing 





questions that imply that your cultural authority is always already in need of defense, or at the 
very least, in need of translation.        
 GACPA’s brand mirrors a long aesthetic tradition familiar to the Guyana art scene.  
While a number of artists affiliated with GACPA are self-taught, a number were also trained or 
have connections to Guyana’s E.R. Burrows School.  Native archaeologist, painter and Minister 
of Education, Denis Williams established the Burrows School of Art in 1975.   The Burrows 
School was established in commemoration of local painter Edward Rupert Burrows who, in the 
1950s-60s, organized community outreach art programs through the Working People’s Free 
Classes in Georgetown and the British Guiana Arts and Crafts Society, a predecessor to GACPA.   
The Burrows School followed the model of Jamaica which was a leading nation regionally in the 
development of national art centers, galleries, and art professionalization programs in the post-
independence Caribbean.
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 It was established under the auspices of incorporating art and culture around Burnham’s 
national socialist project.  Initially, the school’s programs focused on painting and art history 
with locally and internationally-trained instructors Philip Moore, Emerson Samuels, and 
Stephanie Correia mentoring students on commissioned decorative projects for state buildings 
and public parks.  Eventually as funds dried up for state commissions during the economic crises 
of the early-1980s, Williams broadened the school’s program to include training in more 
commercially-driven art like leather craft and woodcarving.   While students were trained in 
styles inspired by modernism, they were encouraged to develop their own philosophies about 
cultural appropriation to actively question how other traditions, such as surrealism and 
expressionism, could be assimilated (if at all) into Guyana’s aesthetic and cultural context.   For 
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See Douglas (2004), Poupeye (2009), Boxer (1978), and Nettleford 1971 for an overview of the 





example, painter and woodcarver Philip Moore trained students to be inspired by embodied 
experience rather than formula technique (Greaves 2010: 178).   A convert to Jordanite 
Christianity, Moore’s religious beliefs informed his aesthetic concerns with “spirit people.”  
Relying on Afro-symbolisms, Moore, along with Williams, taught fundamental methods and art 
history while emphasizing the importance of expressing ‘organic feeling’ through art.  Moore’s 
widely acclaimed 1793 Monument located in Georgetown’s Square of the Revolution is 
indicative of this style.  It portrays a cast bronze statue of slave revolt leader and national hero, 
Cuffy.  Nearly 25 feet tall, Cuffy appears defiant and ready to rebel in African and pre-
Columbian helmets and breastplates, carrying woodcarvings of animistic weapons with wide 
eyes and mouth.            
 Prominent Guyanese painter Stanley Greaves succinctly describes the mentoring that he, 
Moore, and Williams cultivated at Burrows: “Intellectualism in art was regarded as being too 
European and therefore to be shunned.  Those who paid attention to intellectual concerns of an 
analytical nature were [pejoratively] considered to be book artists” (178-9).  It was a philosophy 
that paced what Caribbean artists in other parts of the Anglo-phone Caribbean, particularly 
Jamaica, dubbed “Intuitive Art” (Poupeye 2007; Boxer 1979).  David Boxer, a key broker of 
Jamaican national art since the 1960s, defined the Intuitives as mainly (but not all) ‘self-taught’ 
artists.  In 1979, Boxer co-sponsored Jamaica’s first national exhibition of the Intuitives.  He 
defined the curated work as: 
having visions that “are released through paint or wood, are unmediated expressions of
 the world around them…reveal as well a capacity for reaching into the depth of the
 subconscious to rekindle century old traditions, and to pluck out images as elemental and






Debates about intuitive art, thus, centered on what constituted the aesthetic grounds of 
‘authentic’ Afro-symbolisms in the New World (Price 2007) as a “serious certitude of a creative 
potential so that the rest of the world [could take Caribbeans] seriously as creators rather than as 
imitators” (Nettleford 1979: 5).  However, even though Intuitive Art circulated with arguably 
influential cache amongst Caribbean cultural brokers at the time, this did not mean that 
Caribbean artists uniformly appropriated the style.         
 As Greaves explains, much of the art coming out of the Burrows School in the late-
1970s-early 1980s had a distinctly ‘African and organic’ feel that reflected the style of Philip 
Moore’s 1793 Monument.  But Greaves also admits that the influence of Afro-symbolisms was 
still rather controversial on the Guyanese art scene.  For example, he recalls that the American 
Black Power and the Black Arts Movement (BAM) were not influential in Guyana, as they were 
perceived to be in tension, or at the very least, a distraction from Guyanese artists’ visions of a 
multicultural political aesthetic (Greaves 2010).
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   Art historian Leon Wainwright attributes the 
Burrows School’s ambivalent appropriation of Afro-symbolisms to instructor Denis Williams’ 
philosophical stance on the social value of art and culture to a postcolonial nation.
96
   Stressing 
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 Greaves’ take on the ambivalent appropriation of North American black aesthetics is similar to the 
position that Daniel Miller takes when he describes the popular culture and advertisement industries in 
1970s Trinidad during an economic slump right before the oil boom.  Miller notes that many political 
elites pointed their finger to “Black Power” as being “an attack…a force representing outside interests 
and destructive of local autonomy and concerns” (1997: 157).  Caribbean artists and the popular media 
were apprehensive about appropriating diasporic images of ‘blackness.’  While many scholars have 
explored this apprehension from the perspective of Cold War Era politics (Thomas 1988; Moore 2002; 
Hintz 1989), I think that there is something to be said here with regards to aesthetics issues over  the ways 
in which concepts of ‘authenticity’ were reanimated around varying black-diasporic ways of situating, 
visualizing, and seeing the Black Atlantic.     
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 This stance was also informed by Williams’ experiences with the Working People’s Free Classes and 
its close attachments with Guyana’s surrealist movement which included the influence of such painters as 





this point, Wainwright reflects on a series of lectures that Williams gave as the Minister of 
Education and Culture in 1969: 
He emphasized ‘the human presence’ as a transformative, constitutive element of 
historical change, made possible by the division he saw between the human subject and 
culture.  He therefore recommended that the cultural ought to be ‘bracketed’ or ‘reduced.’ 
It was a means for Williams to put aside assumptions about the makeup of Guyanese 
society and to get behind the hegemony of colonial ideas about its failure to constitute a 
sovereign society.  As he would write about the role of the artist in Third World 
countries, ‘In so far as the Third World is a substantial reality, it is a reality without a 
distinctive or pervasive cultural presence’ (91) [my emphasis]. 
 
In other words, Williams’ aesthetic vision involved “bracketing” cultural authenticity in favor of 
“cultural in-distinction.”  Arguably, Williams’ philosophy about culture was influenced by his 
training in British structural anthropology and archeology in both Central Africa and the interior 
in Guyana, which further concretized his notions of culture as “fluid,” but still a thing that could 
be comfortably hinged to a given spatial-temporal boundary-area (Williams and Williams 
2010).
97
   From this view, we can see how Williams justified an alternative notion of Intuitive 
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 Williams’ training in British structural anthropology and archeology I do not think is incidental to what 
I interpret is his reading of art as a ‘fluid but bounded cultural practice.’ Wainwright reads Williams’ 
notion of culture as providing us with a “phenomenological approach to reading art: he venerates the 
“local” Guyanese experience of place and emotions to inform his inquiries into such art movements as 
abstractionism.  In addition, Wainwright points to Williams’ inclination toward abstractionism as a 
reflection of the larger themes in his work toward “myth,” an example of how Williams’ work isolated the 
dual ‘African and Amerindian presence’ of the Caribbean in his work.  While, again, Wainwright 
suggests that we not “focus” on the ‘type’ of cultural symbolisms that Williams used in his work but 
rather their outcome, or effect, on a theory of culture, what I suggest here is that this effect was twofold.  
On the one hand, his “mixing” of cultural symbolisms drew equivalences between the geography of the 
Third World-postcolonial experience as necessarily a “hybrid” experience.  His work was a challenge to 
modernist assumptions about geography, place and space and, as Wainwright insists, this insistence on 
hybridity informed Williams’ take on his work as neither Caribbean nor Western.  On the other hand, it 
was this very reading of the postcolonial Third World space as hybrid--without a distinctive cultural 
presence--that encouraged Williams to insist that Burrows School artists reflect on symbolisms from 
across cultural-scapes.  Relying then on anthropology to get a better understanding of a culture concept, 
Williams viewed “people as agents of historical and cultural change by virtue of their differences of 
ancestry” (Wainwright: 92).  Specifically, Williams’ interest in pre-colonial Amerinidian ethnic groups 
and their abilities to exchange ideas with one another (see Williams 2003) informed both his academic 
and political stakes in investing in a bounded and uniformed national cultural identity fixing each ethnic 
group in its place.  It is not my intention here to critique the overt political and academic stakes of 





Art that was not defined by Afro-symbolism like that promoted by David Boxer from Jamaica.  
In keeping with a ‘bracketed’ notion of culture, experimental and abstract representations of 
mixed cultural symbolisms and not Afro-symbolisms defined Intuitive Art at the Burrows 
School.  This is paradigmatic of the contemporary paintings of Burrows legacies Carl Anderson 
and his IDB commissioned, “Window to the Caribbean” (2004) as well as of Stanley Greaves’ 
“The Visitation” (1993).  Both artists mix distinctly Afro-, East Indian, European, and 
Amerindian images across iconic Guyanese landscapes--urban streets and trenches, the sea, open 
savannahs, and forests--to reflect on the ways in which racial-ethnic mixture is conjunctive and 
unevenly layered across Guyanese landscapes.        
 The Burrows School is still the only center in Guyana for fine arts training, but with 
many graduates only finding work through state-sponsored development initiatives or 
bureaucratic roles in the Ministry of Culture, the fine art and commercial art distinction is a 
rather fluid one.  For those artists who find their way into the local private sector, they often do 
so through such channels as GACPA.  They create alliances with local hotels, businesses, and 
small vendor stalls in Stabroek Market or Main Street in Georgetown’s tourist district to sell art.   
As we have seen, GACPA positions these artists as “expert” vendors, vis-à-vis big middlemen 
who sell “fake” Guyanese souvenirs.  And whereas the reputation of GACPA is no doubt tightly 
associated with the Burrows School tradition, the fear that GACPA artists produce “real” cultural 
paraphernalia and decoration is also implicated here.         
 The fact that post-independence debates about Intuitive Art directly characterizes the 
world of commercial art in Guyana raises questions about what exactly constitutes cultural 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
PPP, PNC, and WPA in such rhetoric at the time.  Nevertheless, what I do want to highlight here is that 
his ‘culture concept’ had the effect of delineating the ways in which Guyanese art and the humanistic 
sciences were ‘normalized.’  Any art or science that did not represent Williams’ hybrid aesthetic, creole 
nationalism, has been deemed to be a representation of a counter-cultural ideology rather than the 





property in this national context.  The political work of GACPA already gestures in the way of 
answering such a question.  Their pressure on legislators to reform copyright legislation realigns 
and expands the frame around which an intuitive style in Guyana is not merely about mixing 
cultural symbolisms but about artists employing environmentally sustainable practices.  Notions 
of cultural property are informed by ideologies of materiality (Myers 2004) and the ways in 
which different artists and their art are aligned around resources, technologies, institutional 
networks, and mediums to brand their racial-ethnic identities as quintessentially sustainable. 
 From this perspective, there has been a clear historical shift in the Guyanese art scene 
over the value and meaning of Intuitive Art since the 1970s.  At one moment in Guyana, 
Intuitive Art was deemed a vehicle for representing race-ethnicity and the nation-state.  But now, 
intuitive art has been realigned around making environmentalism and green-ness the cultural 
properties of citizens’ claims to participate in the (re)production of national culture as well as in 
LCDS.  This turn paces what art historian and critic Annie Paul (2007) calls the shifting 
reference point of Caribbean “vernacular cosmopolitanism(s)”.  Or, the ways in which fine art 
and commercial art as well as self-taught and trained artists mutually inform the trajectory, value, 
and reception of aesthetics across sociocultural and economic contexts.  The question is then to 
what end are such claims and practices reserved for some Guyanese and not others?   
Ownership and Cultural Dispossession 
For an overwhelming number of Guyanese artists involved in tourism, their art form is 
distinct from the other media forms (TV and tourism brochures) that promote Guyana as a green 
tourism destination.  This distinction is perhaps instructive of the very insecurity that many of 
these artists feel when they try to articulate and incorporate their own notions about what it 





woodcarvers, either self-taught or in some way affiliated with the community outreach art 
programs in the spirit of the Working People’s Free Classes of the 1950s-60s.  Many of their 
carvings are eventually sold on the promenades of Main Street, the sidewalks of Regent Street, 
or along the seawall on Sunday evenings.  Woodcarving is a ubiquitous practice in Georgetown, 
with many statues resembling men with dreads or figures that mimic Moore’s 1793 Monument.   
Not coincidently, woodcarving is often spoken of by tourists and Guyanese alike as an urban, 
male, and Rasta art form.  Woodcarving has thus seemingly afforded Afro-Guyanese men a 
visible avenue and medium to participate in the urban coast’s green tourism industry on their 
own terms.  But the extent to which many participate is often informed by the constant worry of 
being misrecognized or misinterpreted as having a cultural heritage that is at odds with or outside 
a respectable Guyanese culture.         
 William was one such woodcarver, a community advocate from Sophia I met and grew to 
know well while participating in Red Cross disaster preparedness and environmental clean-up 
meetings (see Chapter 2).  He has occasionally sold his art in downtown street galleries as well 
as at national tourism events.  Time and time again, William explained to me that his selective 
absence from the street galleries was a pragmatic choice.  While providing exposure, such events 
were too commercial and big, taking away his opportunities to display work in more prominent 
and “controlled” places like the national gallery, Castallani House.  With little formal training 
and searching for a commercial niche on the local art scene he cultivated his carving style while 
establishing Sophia’s community-youth outreach woodcarving classes.  The majority of his 
mediums are found pieces of wood collected from the sides of canals, dams, and roads in 
Georgetown.  A number of his carvings include abstract renderings of animals, human figures of 





his growing connections with artist groups regionally aided him to produce these artworks which 
were carvings that stood ‘outside’ the box of what one often sees on Main Street or the 
Promenade.             
 William connected his claims to a distinctive cultural authority in woodcarving as much 
as to the oversaturated local commercial woodcarving market as to his experiences of social 
marginalization as a Rasta.  His authority was made most apparent to me during the community 
art woodcarving sessions that I attended.  William’s friends, band members, and student 
woodcarvers gathered in his front yard in Sophia to carve and lime Saturday nights.  Taking 
breaks from carving to wipe sweat from cramped muscles and stretch blistered hands, 
conversations flowed over William’s and his friends’ charismatic reflections about their past 
experiences carving, making music, and living together in and around Georgetown.  William 
grew up in a shantytown in central Georgetown in the 1960s-70s through what he called ‘poor 
and hard times’ that became worse as he tried not to ‘catch heat’ when as a teenager he 
converted.   
I was 18 when I decided to become a Rasta.  I was a wild person and decided this way 
was for me in ‘78. [It started when] me and a row mate we [began to] congregate every 
night in Charlestown, cook for everyone and burn spliffs and sing songs from the Bible.  
At first there were a few [of us] and then we started growing but then fighting started 
because at the same time there was Jim Jones.  They tell us we were another cult Jim 
Jones, thinking we kill people like Jim Jones.  Rastas were discriminated.  We were told 
that we were salt man, stink man, lazy.  You were an outcast if you became a Rasta.  And 
the police started after us when we formed a group, in 1980 and we started playing 
reggae music.  And we got on a show, unfortunately.   And sung three tunes, 
“Georgetown City,” “Ghetto Child,” and “Fightin’ Obstacles.”  But he [the TV show 
host] tell me, ‘You can’t sing Georgetown City because you know Burnham is ruler.’  He 
said if we sing it we get discriminated against. ‘Georgetown City is full of inner 
pity…Georgetown City is getting kinda shitty.  Babylon won and shot Natty dead,’ were 
the words.  He said, ‘If we play the tune we are gonna catch heat.’ Anyway, we played 
the tune.  And two weeks after the show police started harassing Rasta and cutting off his 






William’s conversion story focuses on how his art was inspired by religious faith.  His music 
connotes specific locales and subjects: ghetto enclaves of Georgetown as battlegrounds over 
multiculturalism and religious fundamentalism. William identifies his conversion as a strong 
commitment of an ethical kind that linked principled talk about the role of cultural practices in 
ensuring worldly survival.  Reggae was a distinctive aesthetic and language for William.  It 
provided him with a way to address his community in the folk idioms and proverbs of urban 
working and middle class Guyanese.  For him, this represented a major shift in how Guyanese 
could address government, which, until the mainstreaming of reggae music, was preoccupied 
with formally addressing elite ‘creole’ audiences (Dawes 1997: 97).98   William’s excitement 
about telling his conversion story became even more palpable as he reflected on some general 
Rastafari principles.   
Rastafari is a natural way of living to a larger nature and the larger environment:
 resorting beauty, harmony among humans, animals, and life.  Because everything was in
 harmony with each other and man came in with all of his concepts and we’ve got force of
 nature now that are ruining life.  Nature is whatever you putout you receive.  If you plant
 corn it may grow south and not get cane.  Sometime you may do evil and you think you
 escape a case.  It might not catch you but it might catch your son or catch your daughter. 
 Because what you are you do.  That’s how nature puts it. Whatever you do it has an
 opposite reaction.  Everything in life has a life and soul so nature is watching you telling
 you through things, in every creature to defend itself.  This thing can’t be expressed in
 words. Nature is justice. 
 
Part of the Rastafari lifestyle that William refers to here is his appreciation for nature as a stable 
index of justice.  This idea of environmental justice that William proposes is in stark contrast to 
the legal (in)justice he speaks of having experienced decades ago when “police harassed Rastas 
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 Kwame Dawes provides a succinct overview of the predominant role reggae played in shaping a 
Rastafarian aesthetic.  He argues that reggae’s aesthetic can be called a ‘Natural mysticism’ (pacing a Bob 
Marley song) that was the first literary-artistic tradition from the postcolonial Caribbean that was not 
“derivative” of a foreign aesthetic.  In this way, Dawes’ reading of a Caribbean sensibility and aesthetic 
represents the uneven and contradictory values Afro-symbolism was accorded “local” value within 
Caribbean contexts.  For further cultural, political, and historical discussion on the place of 





cutting off their locks.”  The two forms of justice have seemingly played out in contradictory 
ways for William and many of his friends that carve and play music with him.  Ironically, this 
belief in “nature as justice” and “communal respect” further set Rastas apart from the political 
and moral ambitions of Georgetown’s urban middle-class who William identifies as having 
uniformly abided Burnham.   Recognizing that he had very little security in Georgetown, 
William followed other Rastas who were ‘on the run’ and moved from house to house 
throughout Georgetown to escape police harassment.  “Anywhere you had abandoned houses,” 
William explained, “Rastas moved in and started cooking and raising.  We were anywhere, but 
mostly Albouystown.  Anywhere you had no tenants we moved in and occupied it.”  William 
stayed on this circuit of illegal occupation well into the late-1980s, while some of his friends, 
afraid of supposed “anti-Rasta hysteria,” moved into the interior. 
     When they got into the interior that’s when we started to grow everything ourselves
 peppa, mango, peas, even ganja, just like the Indians [Indo-Guyanese] too in the rice
 fields.  And police started to harass them [Indo-Guyanese] because they could pay the
 bribe.  But Rasta man caught heat…they [police] burned down the farm and sent you to
 jail.  But then most police didn’t know what ganja was then.  And you find ganja and they
 didn’t know what it look like [so for a while it was fine] economically the things got
 better in the interior for Rastas and more uncertain in Georgetown.   Rastas said that we
 have to plant and grow our own food. Burnham gave some Rastas some things but he told
 us, ‘Don’t bring your ganja to town.’  And that was the thing.  But of course you go and
 plant in Mahdia and then go put it in the market.  So it was a good plan, we made it
 [Feed, House, and Clothe the Nation] work.  It was a good plan like Rastafari, be self
 sufficient. Burnham had a good tongue but too ambitious.  He started to see himself as
 God. 
 
William’s story of occupation and travel across Guyana provokes a religious and cultural 
understanding about landscape and environmental justice.  For William, Rastas that moved into 
the interior established a Guyanese meaning of dispossession, repatriation, and ‘Exodus’ 
(Edmonds 2005).  The dispossession, on the one hand, marked an explicit Rastafari 





On the other hand, the dispossession shifted a Rastafari identity from indexing general sacred 
principals about nature and justice to indexing the origins of Guyanese Rastafari identity in an 
historical moment when property ownership was a rationale for environmental justice.
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 A commitment to demonstrating some sort of environmental expertise was a perquisite 
for the state to recognize William and his Rasta friends’ property rights.  In this respect, the 
acquisition of land rights demonstrated a dimension of a collective Rasta identity in Guyana.  We 
can locate the “Rasta hysteria” of the late-1970s-80s as one of the origin stories that Guyanese 
rely on to explain how a notion of cultural property has come to emerge as an important marker 
for a green ethic around race-ethnicity in post-disaster Guyana.
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   Rastas’ environmental 
knowledge thus indexes a form of cultural property itself that circulates today well outside of 
GACPA’s desires for reform of copyright or intellectual property law (Brown 1998).     
 William’s definition of cultural property here is not only indicative in the content of his 
conversion story it is also about how his religious awakening was inspired by the racism that he 
saw perpetuated by a socialist state.  His meaning of cultural property is also indicative of the 
linguistic form that his conversion story takes.  William slips in and out of identifying himself in 
both the first and third person.  ‘William’ and ‘the Rasta,’ are interchangeable subjects in his 
narrative.  This makes William’s interpretation of cultural property reliant as much on the 
historical event of “Rasta hysteria” as on his ability to use language as a powerful tool to 
reinterpret “ownership” around abandonment and (dis)possession to envision an alternative form 
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See Mohammed (2009) for a more general discussion about the relationship between ‘black’ 
environment and aesthetic and religious practices.  In Mohammed’s case she offers a detailed case of 
Haitian voodoo and its place in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century campaigns to ‘modernize’ the 
Haitian countryside as well as the place of ‘Voodoo art’ as a prized icon of national culture.   
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 William’s interpretation of Rastafarian land practices and related knowledge about nature puts into a 
broader perspective what we already witnessed is currently occurring among Hindus in Mahaica who 





of individual agency through Rastafari.          
 William eventually settled down with his children in the 1990s near many of his friends 
who slowly returned from the interior to Georgetown.  Many assumed that they would find more 
opportunities with Burnham dead and a number of postsocialist urban housing renewal and 
community job training programs.  As we already saw, Sophia was one of Georgetown’s 
pinnacle sites for such urban renewal (see Chapter 2), and William eventually secured his own 
land plot there.  Despite his new acquisition of land, as he had in his teenage years in 
Alboystown, he still struggled to get by and decided to turn to woodcarving to pass the time 
while making extra money on the side.  Out of his transition from squatter to landowner emerged 
community art classes and sponsored events in music, dance, and especially the visual arts.  
 Today, William relies on the technical and moral support of his woodcarving friends, 
many of whom identify as Rasta and draw on their experiences of religious-ethnic 
marginalization in the 1980s to inform the subject matter of their carvings. As Wolfgang Bender 
(2005) notes, Rastafari art is ‘functional’ and so is produced to document a claim about the ways 
in which aesthetics embody the political unity between the sacred and the profane.  In this 
respect, it is not surprising that some of the carvers from Williams’ circle do not feel compelled 
to branch out of the Sophia-based community arts program to join economic and vendor-
alliances with the Guyana Rastafarian Council.  William is one of these carvers who has found 
that carving with the community art group is enough to share his artistic craft and skill, with 
Rastas and non-Rastas alike, as well as to incorporate his religious ethic for community unity by 
keeping “youth out of trouble” through woodcarving.       
 William interprets his woodcarvings as reflecting a “social fact” about a particular type of 





authenticity that is at odds with say, the mainstream tradition of Intuitive Art indicative of the 
Burrows School and GACPA’s branding initiatives.  In this way, cultural claims to Afro-
authenticity and symbolisms in Guyana are not necessarily in line with chic practices of green 
consumption (Jaffe 2010) but are in-line with a long black nationalist tradition of Caribbean 
counter-politics (Ama 2007).
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   As we saw, this is the case because Guyana’s national art 
tradition is rooted in a school of the Intuitive Arts that privileges mixed cultural symbolisms over 
authentic Afro-symbolisms.  Rastafarian art thus embodies perhaps the counterpoint to past and 
current place of race and ethnicity in imaginaries about Caribbean environmental stewardship.  
In a Guyanese professional industry with ideological underpinnings that privilege Afro-
symbolisms as icons of Caribbean counter-politics (and not environmentalism), we are back 
where we started around debates about city beautification and green tourism along Guyana’s 
urban coast.             
 The tourism industry views the urban coast as a place that does not possess a respectable 
green landscape or culture.  When considering Rastafarian art in relation to tourism then, we are 
not confronted with an urban culture that conjures signs of cultural diversity and environmental 
sustainability. I Instead we encounter signs that index ways of being marginal to the national 
cultural imaginary of a low carbon economy.  Rastafarianism is the prototypical ‘thing’ that 
government and industry officials index when they speak of Georgetown needing reform and 
city beautification.  Likewise, this is also the worry that William and other Rasta woodcarvers 
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 I want to highlight this point less as a way to claim that Afro-Guyanese are the “real dis-possessed 
citizens” in a post-disaster Guyana.  Rather, I make this point to highlight that the ways in which 
particular aesthetic and cultural practices are valued more so over others is now the linchpin for broader 
political debates about who is vulnerable (or not) to ecological disaster.  From this view, the question of 
emancipation-race within the Guyanese context is not necessarily the starting point for examining 
flooding and citizenship, but rather, is what gets caught up as an effect of the ways in which green 
economies value particular forms of cultural expertise and practices over others as a means to mark 





speak of when they say that they would rather not sell in street galleries and major tourist events, 
but would instead find their own way or a faster route to Castalleni House.  Rastafari notions of 
nature as justice and GACPA’s notion of environmental sustainability reflect competing 
imaginaries about a green ethic.  This division points to the ways in which the Guyanese tourism 
industry’s reflections on a “national commodity of green-ness” are not simply a debate about the 
meaning of a culture of green-ness.  It is also a debate about who can and who cannot have 
access to it (Urban 2001; Lee 1997).  From this perspective, green capitalism connects broader 
ideologies about consumption, multiculturalism, and environmentalism with microlevel histories 
of race and ethnicity.  One outcome of these connections that I have traced here is the local shift 
in Guyanese perceptions of how to turn culture into a form of property as well as the 
reconstitution of “counterpolitics” around this turn (Strathern 1999).    
Conclusion 
I have offered a reflection on how cultural property functions as a resource of value for 
Guyana’s transition into a low carbon economy (LCDS).  Guyana’s transition into LCDS can 
only be fully understood through the hierarchy of aesthetic practices and values that have arisen 
around green tourism, which illustrate how these aesthetics are created, negotiated, and put into 
circulation around citizens’ feeling vulnerable to climate-related risks.  Commercial art within 
the green tourism industry has been the most successful and reliable site through which such 
aesthetics have been marketed for low carbon development.  Through GACPA’s branding 
initiatives, artists have commodified their racial-ethnic identities around varying aesthetics that 
can be generally called environmentally sustainable or  a marker of environmental stewardship.  
The limits of this brand are hewn by how well artists make resources of their racial-ethnic 





be seen as being informed by ideologies about materiality that enable particular types of cultural 
commodification in green economies.  The conjoining of GACPA’s push for copyright reform to 
green tourism allows us to see the ways in which cultural property is tacked onto episodes of 
cultural appropriation that are not necessarily a means of talking about how to protect rights and 
ownership.   Instead, they are a way to renegotiate broader cultural and political claims about 
what constitutes vulnerability as well as sustainability across social lifeworlds in the face of 
climate change.          
 As Guyana and the rest of the circum-Caribbean continue to diversify or rearrange their 
economies to respond to climate change, several points arise that constitute an important caveat 
to such purported transitions.  Indeed, many of the Guyanese government’s economic programs 
toward a low carbon economy are backed by numerous international anti-corruption and 
democratic transparency protocols.  These protocols are beginning to shape not only avenues of 
(inter)national environmental governance but also broader local popular media and business 
practices as they cross over and circulate into the mainstream media and general economy.  How 
then do these new media and economic practices reposition consumer desires as well as labor 
into green economies?  The larger issue this question raises is whether regimes of rights 
completely succumb to these green processes of commodification to detach a politics of 
vulnerability from citizens’ lived and everyday realities and demands for such things as property 
reform.             
 It should be clear then that green economies should be understood as institutions that 
attempt to purify the commodities that enter them in their own image--detaching circulation from 
the actual inaccuracies or shortcomings of the technical metrics and practices that render 





in artists’ branding initiatives and calls for copyright reform is the continued eruption over what 
counts as cultural property and so a proper environmental stewardship for participation in 
Guyana’s low carbon economy.  Tourist art cannot be separated from the artists’ central place as 
a laborer within Guyana’s green tourism industry or from a national tradition and stance toward 
Caribbean debates about Intuitive Art.   The value of green aesthetics to a green economy is 
undeniable here and so makes the issue of cultural property a critical element to Guyana’s 
purportedly successful transition into a low carbon economy as well as synonymous with decade 
long battles over property reform.          
 GACPA’s attention to issues of cultural appropriation around these branding initiatives is 
not informed simply by the specters of money or ecological disaster.   It is further motivated by 
the context of Guyanese racial democracy that shifted with the 2005 disaster, and the 
governmental commitment to disaster reconstruction which led many citizens and prominent 
Guyanese environmental activists to support LCDS in the first place.  And yet, as we have seen, 
the growing suspicion across the Guyanese public is that LCDS will not help anyone but the 
elite.  This suspicion has encouraged people to think that LCDS is not deserving of any special 
consideration or thought that it will change existing conditions of vulnerability across racial-
ethnic populations.  That is, claims to environmental stewardship and expertise have become the 
basis for recognizing vulnerability to flooding and climate change in post-disaster Guyana.  
Thus, these green branding initiatives actually seem to flow toward a suspicion of racial 
democracy altogether as another way of delineating or containing what is considered the proper 










Climate adaptation is a phenomenon that reflects the vexed political-economic, scientific, 
legal, and social circumstances that characterize climate change.  Different groups of land 
owners, engineers, land surveyors, agronomists, tourism-service workers, environmental and 
disaster preparedness consultants, lawyers, and journalists all stand at different points along the 
continuum of knowledge production, expertise, self-disclosure, moral sensibility, and power.  In 
Guyana, they are the primary actors who have tried to reformat and localize vulnerability to 
climate change as a set of concrete and embodied effects about rights and entitlements to 
property.   Many people spoke to me about their vulnerability to climate change as opening-up 
new ways to care for and think about their relationship to land.  Both urban and rural landowners 
interpreted their vulnerability as a cause for property reform, “I have a title but they still can 
evict me for this canal.  It’s as if I can’t make good on anything, whether I follow the program or 
not.”  Bureaucrats cited it in order to invest in engineering, “We can’t get rid of our vulnerability 
but we can use it to build canals to generate new economies in forestry, green tourism, and 
agriculture.”  There is the realization that vulnerability is a permanent condition under climate 
change despite whatever technical, environmental, or political interventions are made.  Its 
permanency allows for climate adaptation projects to shape social relations and identities well 
beyond the terms of property and to superimpose themselves across all domains of private and 
public life.   This phenomenon is what I have outlined here as a politics of vulnerability.    
 One of the main arguments of this dissertation is that a politics of vulnerability is an 
unstable phenomenon.  I tracked this instability through a number of personal, technical, social, 
environmental, and political networks since Guyana’s 2005 disaster.  In the immediate years 





disaster’s physical reality and ruin to a technical error or technical incompetence.  The 
competing images and stories about what caused the disaster and who, if anyone, was 
responsible for it, initially produced a picture of a known, circumscribed, and manageable 
environmental reality.  However, by 2009 as talk about climate adaptation became mainstreamed 
into the state’s broader national development goals, this environmental reality was viewed as an 
unresolvable problem.  The state began to integrate climate adaptation measures into its existing 
land, conservation, housing, water allocation and sanitation, public education, and tourism 
policies. The most visible state measures in the coastal region included the building of canals and 
sea defenses and the eviction of people from their land for this infrastructure.  Informal 
economies of knowledge, differential access to canals and land, the cultivation of mangrove 
forests, black markets for agricultural goods, and squatting began to function as institutions 
parallel to, or sometimes even assimilated into, the state’s official climate adaptation projects.  
These new institutions and resources ensured social protections for people whose land state 
officials predict will either be transformed or vanish due to climate-related risks.  Climate 
adaptation projects constituted a site through which Guyanese could seek recognition from the 
state as well as reconstitute themselves to be protected from these very projects.  Vulnerability to 
climate change, thus, became the grounds for reshaping the terms of rights and entitlements as 
well as civic inclusion.         
 The integration of climate adaptation into all facets of life fostered types of vulnerability 
that went beyond talk about shifting rainfall patterns, rising temperatures, and sea-level rise.  
Guyanese now had a new reference point about social belonging to cling personal narratives 
about racial-ethnic distrust, violence, and loyalty that have framed many people’s understandings 





adaptation knowledge and services was not uniform across Guyana’s racial-ethnic populations.  
Instead, people relied on contributing what they believed was cultural-ethnic knowledge to 
manage climate-related risks.  For example, Hindu farmers provided engineers with their 
knowledge about the powers of Hindu Gods to dig an embankment.  The state worked with Rasta 
woodcarvers, relying on them to teach other tourism and service workers their ‘sustainable’ 
artistic crafts in order to help market the coast as a new site for green tourism in the region. In 
their own ways, these episodes of cultural production and appropriation spurred people to call on 
the state to implement property reform in the name of land and cultural property.  Under climate 
adaptation, a citizen’s racial and ethnic background has categorized Guyanese as ‘types’ of 
experts able to manage vulnerability.  This type of awareness is quite different from the racial 
politics that informed a pre-disaster Guyana where the relationship between race, expertise, and 
vulnerability was solely constituted as a claim about political corruption-graft.  Climate 
adaptation projects had the capacity to be as much technical interventions as an instrument of 
racial democracy.           
 How much that I have described here happens elsewhere in situations of environmental 
governance?  In one sense, climate adaptation in Guyana has some similarities between other 
forms of environmental risk and disaster management across the world.  Their policies as after 
Chernobyl, Bhopal, Hurricane Katrina, the BP Oil Spill, and the 2010 Haitian Earthquake, have 
legitimated or served to rebuild states’ bureaucracies, laws, and economies around these risks.  
Other anthropologists have illustrated how people who survive disasters are caught in long-term 
bureaucratic cycles in which they carry the burden of proof to prove their injury or future 
vulnerability because of the disastrous event (Petryna 2002; Klein 2008; Fortun 2001).  





the logic of the legal and political structures to address vulnerability and injury geared towards 
modes of compensation.         
 One difference between climate adaptation and these other episodes of environmental 
risk and disaster management is that vulnerability to climate change is considered to be variable 
with an uncertain future that radiates across a global scale.  This means that it is more difficult to 
hinge knowledge, data, and information about climate change to other environmental issues that 
might mitigate risk across different social and environmental contexts.  The UNFCCC 
negotiations that began in the early-2000s was one way in which state leaders, scientists, and 
economic and policy specialists tried to address this uncertainty on a global scale (Hulme 2009).  
The stalemates that have resulted have been characterized by Global South UNFCCC 
representatives arguing that First World states have an ecological debt to pay to Global South 
states.  The ecological debt argument is the idea that Global South states would have fewer 
restrictions on their per capita carbon emissions while a number of First World states who have 
historically produced the most emissions would bear most of the global effort to reduce the 
amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere that is causing climate change.  However, since the 
initial UNFCCC negotiations, there has been gridlock over how or if this is even an equitable 
policy to implement.   To address this stalemate, UNFCCC representatives have pushed for 
climate adaptation in light of what is perceived to be inevitable and growing future climate-
related risks.               
 As I have detailed here, many Global South states like Guyana have taken up the issue of 
ecological debt by pursuing climate adaptation projects in their own backyards.  In addition, they 
have looked to integrate such measures into their general economy.   Guyana is moving to sell its 





as carbon credits that could be purchased by First World nations such as Norway to offset their 
own continued carbon use.  In coordination with Norway and multinational logging and energy 
companies, the Guyanese state has invested in a team of local and foreign economic and 
environmental consultants to trade and monitor these potential natural storage sites for carbon 
dioxide drawn out of the atmosphere.  Funds from these deals are planned to support the 
development of climate adaptation projects and infrastructure in Guyana like the Hope Canal and 
EDWC. Under climate adaptation, the Guyanese state has supplemented structural adjustment 
loans with funds from carbon markets to build basic public works projects to manage climate-
related risks.  Institutions, technoscience, infrastructure, and models dedicated to the 
privatization of vulnerability are therefore as much an instrument of neoliberal markets as they 
are of climate adaptation.            
 I have shown that these types of market relations have had spiraling effects at a 
community and individual level in everyday Guyanese life. Guyanese now feel as if they must 
demonstrate some kind of expertise about climate change to the state in order to be entitled to 
social benefits and services.  For example, the evictions for the construction of the Hope Canal 
demonstrate how coastal landowners’ senses of justice, security, individual prospects, and 
interpersonal grievances became sources of debate about the value of coastal land for climate 
adaptation in Guyana.  Landowners struggled in legal and scientific domains to demonstrate 
expertise about flooding and canal design to avoid eviction.  Their knowledge was eventually 
appropriated by engineers for canal designs.  As a consequence, farmers were compensated for 
their evictions with new land in another area of the MMA Scheme.  Climate adaptation projects 
transformed citizens’ vulnerability into a valuable resource that operated to uphold the aims of 





vulnerability to climate change has defined the fabric of civic inclusion.  At the same time, 
conditions of vulnerability have become the ethical grounds that inform Guyana’s place within 
broader geopolitical dimensions of environmental governance, environmentalism, and 
development.             
 Is there a need for states to separate the objectives of carbon markets and climate 
adaptation in national development policies?  How will future changes in technoscience and 
environmental events affect climate adaptation projects and categories of vulnerability?  How are 
these categories of vulnerability eliding, undermining, or reshaping democratic institutions 
across national contexts?  How should such concerns about democracy be weighed against the 
reality of technoscientific experimentalism and the inherent uncertainty of climate data?  
Throughout this dissertation I have attempted to answer these questions and analyze how they 
bear on the faith of scientists, bureaucrats, and different groups of landowners and users in 
Guyana.  They are ethical questions that I realized were as much an effect of the 2005 disaster as 
they are connected to broader histories about the politics and environmental management of the 
coastalplain since colonialism.        
 Climate adaptation projects were primarily affected by centuries-old infrastructure, 
canals, trenches, and water conservancies that dot the Guyanese coast.  The utility and 
importance of this infrastructure to climate adaptation as well as to everyday life in Guyana 
cannot be reduced to assessments about land management practices.  Historically, while 
Guyanese have used a method of empoldering to manage flooding the method has not smoothly 
been implemented into climate adaptation projects.  There are racial, class, geographic, status, 
and technoscientific factors that made empoldering a type of practice that some people could 





change.  The dynamism of these choices was made most apparent to me in my work with Sophia 
residents who volunteered their time to work with the Red Cross.  Many of these volunteers 
offered their time because they were already marginalized from access to basic drainage and 
irrigation services due to squatting or employing land management practices that were in tension 
with the Lamaha Canal service in the Sophia area.  The volunteers felt that if their stories could 
be documented they could be trained to employ normative land management practices like 
digging embankments and empoldering on their land.  Their stories reflected their personal 
experiences of exclusion from colonial and socialist-era land reform policy, and their attempts to 
creatively reshape methods of empoldering to manage their lives off of the canal grid and their 
limited access and use of the Lamaha Canal. Their very framing of vulnerability entailed the 
belief that they were historically excluded from the benefits of common resources and property.       
 A number of scholars have shown how the exclusion of some populations from the 
commons is created by historical patterns of inequality (Agrawal 2005; McCay and Acheson 
1987).  But the Sophia example illustrates that historical patterns of inequality can be the 
grounds for the inclusion, not the exclusion, of certain populations for the use and access to 
common resources.  However, this does not mean that once Sophia residents have consistent 
access and use of the Lamaha Canal that land reform is not needed.  Equitable access to the 
commons is not synonymous with democratic representation as many scholars of the commons 
often argue.  The social conditions of (race-ethnicity, class, status, and gender) that have limited 
people’s options for land ownership in Guyana, particularly in Sophia, only make many peoples’ 
desires to squat or to live with flood hazards day in and out their only remaining option.  For 
many Sophia residents, squatting is the only way not to be completely abandoned or cut out of 





therefore, is not simply about eradicating historical inequalities to improve the chances of all 
populations to have access to common resources while sustainably managing resource stocks 
into the future.  Its management is also about how to neutralize the types of other vulnerabilities 
that give or take life.            
 Climate adaptation is also changing the terms of citizenship in Guyana.  The theme of 
citizenship here is not only important because of the particular historical and cultural context of 
colonialism, socialism, and property law in Guyana that informed the 2005 disaster.  Here the 
theme of citizenship is also further emphasizing the actual stakes involved in the global 
governance of climate change across varying social, political, and environmental contexts.  As I 
have described, because of UNFCCC stalemates, states, not global intergovernmental bodies, are 
the frontline for implementing climate adaptation projects.  They, not the UN, interpret how 
climate data can be employed to manage climate-related risk within national contexts.  As in 
Guyana, individuals’ vulnerabilities to climate-related risks are now the grounds for increasing 
environmental security, water allocation, and drainage and irrigation services -- benefits that 
were once formally guaranteed through land ownership.  This process represents a shift in the 
underlying principles of liberal citizenship: a rights-bearing citizen is not immune from patterns 
of environmental vulnerability and their access to governmental or market services will not 
necessarily decrease such vulnerability.  Taken from this perspective, climate adaptation exposes 
the blurriness and tension between notions of rights and entitlements in liberal democracies 
struggling to manage climate-related risks.       
 Events such as the EuroAmerican episode of Climategate, the dramatic walkouts during 
the 2009 Copenhagen meeting, and the struggles over what counts as climate adaptation in 





governmental rule.  In Guyana’s case, the state has intervened upon already compromised 
populations, particularly those who live with climate-related risks everyday in the hope that 
eventual measures for land reform will increase their life chances.      
 As I have described, many of these calls for land reform have been written around a 
variety of climate adaptation projects.  They include surveys as diverse as individual and 
household-level disaster preparedness assessments and selective environmental conservation and 
natural resource regulations.  These surveys suggest that in Guyana, understandings of what 
counts as vulnerability to climate change are expanding as they get hinged to existing concerns 
about social and racial-ethnic inequality.   Indeed, this phenomenon has spurred parallel effects 
of selective environmental security and protection.  Places like Guyana, once always considered 
on the periphery of colonial empire and as “not-quite modern” finds, itself representing the 
vanguard in new developments in relations between citizens, the state, and the global 
community.  In such a context, Guyanese now belong to a new experimental regime in which 
state planning and market development are intertwined with planetary environmental events and 
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